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 The Meandering Mayhem of Thogron
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“Say farewell to your
siblings, Oberoid scum!” roared Thogron Throatbiter as he leapt
from his rocky perch to land behind the cowering blue figure. His
leathery feet raised a plume of dust when they thudded into the
arena floor, making the sprung wooden boards underneath shriek in
protest. Somewhere in the background he heard the stage manager
inhale sharply.

Thogron ignored that annoying fellow. Flicking his
fluted ear trumpets back aggressively, he dug deep into his
repertoire of taunts and hurled one of his best at the Oberoid.
“Your grave opens and beckons you in. Go, meet your wriggly
brethren, worm!”

His opponent turned to face him and raised his sword
to a guard position, but couldn't help glancing behind to search in
vain for an escape route.

A sequence of muscle bulges erupted up the bare jade
skin of Thogron's back and shoulders, as he raised his great axe
high in the air. He feinted again and again, drawing out the
excitement of this climax to the fight.

The Oberoid had backed up to the rear wall of the
smoky wooden hall. Nowhere left to go, he cowered behind his
sword.

Thogron fed on the cheers from the guests at the
Final Victory Celebration, who stood in a ring around the sandy
arena. Only when the noise subdued did he decide his final ritual
taunt for the cameras.

“Tonight,” he said, speaking quietly as a sign of his
contempt for his opponent's feebleness, “I will sweeten my wine
with brain juices spooned from your skull.” He swung his axe
straight through the sword and into the Oberoid's neck
vertebrae.

“Yaaahhhhhh!” shouted Thogron, raking the air with
his claws. “Victory is ours. By the Gods!”

Rapturous applause echoed around the Great Hall of
the Melai People. Its normal use was dancing, wrestling or ritual
torture, but today it had been transformed into a stylized
re-enactment of the final battle with the Oberoids.

Thogron bowed deeply to the crowd. “Thank you. You're
too kind. Really... much too kind.” Alongside him, he sensed that
his tag team companion, Mad Mockus, had grown disquiet.

A dim recollection bludgeoned its way into Thogron's
mind: a conversation with his friend on the topic of
sharing.

Thogron had butchered every Oberoid himself without
thought of Mad Mockus.

Feeling rather guilty, Thogron gestured for the crowd
to cheer Mockus too.

The enthusiastic applause rose to new heights.

A somewhat wobbly figure, wearing a glittering smock
woven from threads of pure silver, silenced the crowd with a
gesture. Thogron was disappointed to have his glory cut short, but
could not be angry with this, their glorious leader: Charnok the
Fat.

“Blood! Blood! Blood!” roared Charnok. “Let that be
our motto unto the very end. And our young Thogron speaks that
motto eloquently... With his axe!”

That brought further cheers, though really, decided
Thogron, they were for the sake of politeness. Charnok's speeches
were not as exciting as Thogron's taunts.

“Friends!” shouted Charnok. “Let us progress this
sacred Final Victory Celebration to my royal burrow. I have laid on
a lavish feast of roast meats stuffed with Oberoid jellied balls,
now very tricky to source. I have soured ale served in
silver-plated skulls, and endless trays of sugary things. All this
in the sophisticated illumination and appetizing aroma from
Oberoid-tallow candles.

The crowd gave a hurrah louder than any they had
given Thogron.

That hurt. People were so easily bought!

But Thogron quickly forgot his grumpiness and cheered
with the rest. Those trays of sweet things did sound
delicious...

*

Charnok the Fat was
proud of the young hothead, Thogron, who had fought with great
cunning in the war. But he worried what Thogron would do now. The
other two inhabited planets in the system were conquered and their
populations slaughtered. What was left for Thogron to conquer,
except perhaps Charnok's own grip on power? The thought made him
shiver, hardly a response fit for the great chief of the Melai
race. Time to subtly remind the crowd of his authority.

Charnok leapt onto the shoulders of his principal
wife, Vendetta. Perhaps leapt was putting a positive spin on
matters, because he needed half of his brood to lift him up.
Vendetta groaned when he finally mounted her, ungrateful
so-and-so.

To get the revelers' attention, Charnok threw a stun
grenade into the air. The ceiling partially collapsed, raining
packed soil onto heads, and adding seasoning to the meats and body
to the ale swishing in the skull-goblets. The walls held firm,
though, and his little party trick did get some attention.

“Thank you, my friends.” Charnok could barely hear
his own words over the ringing in his ears. He thumped his head a
few times to get the sound of the grenade out, and then tried
again.

“My friends, let me convey my special appreciation to
Thogron Throatbiter. Watching him in the arena, I could feel
berserker scent in my nostrils once again. A pity we had to use
criminals in make-up to play the part of the Oberoids, but I
suppose that is the price we pay for successful genocide.”

The crowd sniggered politely.

“And now,” said Charnok, “it is time for the more
serious side to the Final Victory Celebration — the Great Question.
We have eradicated all other sentient life forms in this stellar
system... What do we do next?”

The question was indeed a thorny one. Centuries
before, the Oberoids had launched a devastating invasion of the
Melai planet, to use it as a base for their war against the
Thackeri. The Melai had a history of incessant warfare amongst
themselves, but suddenly embroiled by external threat, they united
what strength they had left and learned how to fight back. Victory
had taken three hundred and twenty-seven years to achieve.

Silence hung in the air. The assembled great and good
looked at each other, wondering whether anyone had a good answer.
They were not hopeful.

A hesitant voice piped up. “Why not conquer the
galaxy? Spread our motto of destruction amongst the stars.”

Gaston Gruntkiller paused from chewing the bones of a
criminal. “Madron,” he told the source of this idea, “you are an
uneducated oaf.”

“How much did the pawnbroker give you for your
brain?” asked Fudrus Feverhead, casting a sideways look at
Gruntkiller's daughter to check whether she'd noted his wit.

“You have the looks of an Oberoid and the stench of a
Thackerus,” said Thogron's friend, Mad Mockus, cheerfully.

The crowd sensed there might be a fight and grew
restless and eager.

“Enough!” Charnok snuffed out the nascent brawl. He
was embarrassed by the foolish comment from his son, Prince Madron,
but would support him in public. Later, out of sight, he would box
Madron's ear trumpets in the hope that this might readjust his
faulty cortex. “Think, Madron, lad. Before the war, our ancestors
spent almost the entire cold season in the slow state. Only in the
brief fertile season did they feel the stirring of the warm
state.”

Loosened by the ale, Charnok shuddered in pleasure to
think of the fertile season, that constant explosion of violent
energy and frenzied spawnings. Yet he would not allow his people to
wallow in the fully warm state. Not if the Melai wanted to
progress.

Vendetta pinched Charnok's legs mercilessly and told
him to keep still if he wanted to stay on her shoulders. Charnok
whispered an apology.

“Now we can artificially prolong a regulated sub-warm
state,” said Charnok to the crowd. “Who would want to spend decades
travelling to the stars with the cold blood of the slow state? We
may have used our biology as our most potent weapon in our Great
War, but no one could be persuaded to join a fleet that would
create an empire.”

“Hrrrmph! I could actually.”

The gathering turned their heads to stare at Thogron
in astonishment. He never spoke at council meetings, and now he
dared to contradict Charnok. Some wondered whether this was the
launch of a political attack.

It never occurred to Charnok to be angry; he was far
too busy being flabbergasted.

“Thogron,” he asked, “do you seriously expect to lead
an invasion fleet?”

“Who said anything about that? I just want to pick a
fight with someone. Staying in slow state for ages would be worth
it if I got to crack some heads afterward. I could just destroy a
few civilizations, take some trophies, and then come back to show
off. Just imagine the sagas I could recite in the Great Hall,
glorifying my brave deeds.”

Stunned silence.

“Well?” asked Thogron. “Is anyone coming with
me?”

*

When the public address
system in Apocalypse Square started up a patriotic song, the crowd
quickly united in an orgy of drunken singing. The walls of the
stone barracks lining the square echoed with the story of a
Thackerus who fell in love with a dung wasp hive. Caught up in the
energy of the pandemonium surging through the main streets of the
capital city, children chased each other up and down the deserted
side streets in vicious tag games that resulted in several
fatalities. Back in Apocalypse Square, two massive viewscreens had
been erected, showing an external view of the starship
Aggrandize.

This first Melai adventure into interstellar space
had captured the public imagination, but very few volunteers.

The viewscreen image cut to a portly figure
struggling up the steps of a podium decked out in colorful fabrics
that fluttered gently in the light breeze.

As he walked to the microphone, Charnok the Fat was
appreciating how much he'd let his figure go since the war. Perhaps
he should book in some wrestling sessions next week. Nothing could
dent his good humor, though. The jubilant scenes in front of him
were repeated in every major city. His popularity was the highest
on record. And all this was for getting the worst hotheads out of
the way so he could have a fighting chance of building a
civilization that would endure.

“Assembled people of the Melai. I shall be
brief.”

A massive cheer rang through the crowd. Melai did not
appreciate verbiage.

“Today we celebrate the crowning achievement of our
race. Today we spread our pantheon of violence, pillage, and
destruction across the entire galaxy.”

The screens cut again to the crew, strapped into
their acceleration couches. They seemed pretty happy with
themselves.

The camera panned silently around Thogron and his
companions for a few seconds. There was no sound feed because the
crew was not trusted to say anything sensible. Then the camera view
returned to the exterior view of the Aggrandize. Great
flumes of purple flame spat out of the booster tanks, as the ship
began its long, slow journey.

The Mayhem of Thogron Throatbiter had begun.

*

Round and round —

Distant mechanical
humming.

— and rustling, the
leaves —

A light flickers, then
shines like daylight.

— spiral, chasing each
other —

Power surges.

— through the eddies,
as the —

Motion.

— cold wind blows
outside —

Footsteps toward
me.

— the entrance of my
wintry burrow.

“Thogron?”

— The fertile season
approaches —

“C'mon, we’ve
arrived...”

— The scent of unease
disturbs my hibernation.

“...at an inhabited
system.”

— I must sally forth
from my underground retreat and attack!






“Oww! Thogron! C'mon...
That really hurt, you bully!”

Thogron fixed his lieutenant in place with a cold
stare, watching him staunch the flow of blood where he'd gashed
him.

After several minutes, the residue of the dormant
state had cleared sufficiently from Thogron's bloodstream for him
to regain the power of speech.

“Mockus,” he said. “Do not disturb a Melai when he is
rousing from the cold sleep. You were lucky I only took off one ear
trumpet. Take more care with the other.”

Under a sullen expression, Thogron’s lieutenant
reported: “The ship has woken the two of us because we've arrived
at our first star system. I thought I'd better wait until you'd
roused before accessing the detail, as I am sure you will want the
honor of planning our first conquest yourself.”

“You have done well, my friend.” Thogron turned to
the visual display beside him. “Ship, status report!” He was
eternally grateful to the designers of the Aggrandize that they had
provided voice control on almost all primary systems except the
latrines. As far as he was concerned, if they faced a situation
that demanded more input from the crew than spoken commands, then
they were all as good as dead anyway.

As data appeared on the view screen, a husky female
voice replied, “Twenty-two years since launch. New stellar system
acquired.”

The computer voice was sampled from his favorite
lover, Moolon. A lover currently hibernating on Deck Four.

A lover separated only by a hundred meters of metal,
plastic and recycled air...

A lover who will soon be awakening to share in his
conquest and his bed...

“Orbit established in cometary layer for refueling,”
said the computer. “No inhabited planets in this system.”

“What?” Thogron punched the viewscreen, shattering
it.

In anticipation of crew vandalism, multiple levels of
redundancy had been designed into the control systems of the
Aggrandize. Just as well, thought Thogron.

“Woken into the heat of fast life,” he said. “Only to
refuel, then hibernate again for decades, dreaming of the release
that would come with the fertile season. Mockus, I am beginning to
wonder whether this wandering slaughter trip was such a good
idea.”

*

Mockus cowered. This
was not a creditable attitude for a proud Melai, and yet cowering
was becoming something of a habit.

“I'm warning you,” snarled Thogron, unsheathing his
claws. “This is the sixth time you have woken me to survey an
uninhabited system. How can I carry violence to a puddle of
methane, pillage the lands of an airless moon, or bring destruction
to a bacillus? The next time we had better do a bit more
destroying, and a little less refueling and maintenance. If there
is nothing else to destroy I will destroy you.”

The saucy voice of Moolon, Thogron's favorite lover,
cut in with more status information. Mockus turned his thoughts to
the flesh and blood owner of that voice. He pitied her: Thogron was
not good first thing in the morning.

*

Thogron propped his
head up on an elbow and enjoyed the sight of Moolon's face. Her
rock-smooth skin reflected the flickering light from the burning
city that carried through the window of the palace room.

He was sure he could sense life stirring deep inside
Moolon's abdomen, impatient to escape its womb-prison and grow ever
faster. Thogron was so proud of Moolon, beautifully pregnant and
snoring loudly next to him. Hormonal changes had improved her
already sublime charm in Thogron's eyes. Her normal mossy skin
color had taken on a healthy glow, as if suffused with an internal
release of chlorine. Employing great delicacy, he caressed her many
chest swellings. They were hard and pitted, like the cratered
surface of a vacuum-baked moon.

Such sweet perfection.

Freed from the stress and immediacy of combat, his
mind took stock of the frantic events of the last few weeks. After
reviving the crew, they had established a base on the most suitable
moon and constructed drop ships for the invasion. Landing under
fire had been exhilarating, as was the capture of the city in whose
most luxurious remaining building they now lay. But the sweetest
memory of all was allowing themselves the exuberance of the warm
state.

Food, sex, heat, more food. A riotous orgy. Hedonism
pursued in the name of military advantage and greater glory. The
hormonal changes of the fertile season had been artificially
induced and sustained to permit frantic reproduction.

Already two litters had been produced with a third on
the way. Tens of thousands of youngsters rampaged across the city,
simple tooth and claw more than a match for the few remaining
pockets of organized resistance. Within days, the first litter
would start to reproduce itself. Once the exponential growth was
underway, all resistance from the natives was utterly doomed. He
felt a tinge of pride for the vicious offspring of his warriors.
They reminded him of his youth.

He hated submitting to the cold state during the long
interstellar limbo, his energy-efficient hibernation metabolism
sustained by a machine-controlled nutrient drip. No one liked
this.

But after this victory, there would be no more doubts
that the cost of slow state was worth paying. Freed from Charnok's
birth control laws that were supposedly the price of modernity on
the Homeworld, breeding had been unrestrained here, equally a cause
and a privilege of victory.

Once all the continents were conquered and it was
time to go, the adults would only be able to take a vanishingly
small proportion of the children with them.

Moolon insisted on keeping one from their first
litter. Thogron was having none of it. The boy she had picked was
far too thoughtful, and she given him a ridiculous name.

At some point the children that remained would hit
the resource limitations of their new environment. Thogron hoped
their solution to population control would be the old-fashioned
policy of endless warfare, rather than the cold and clinical
legality of the home system. Perhaps when he returned home, Thogron
would find chaotic strife there too. He hadn't given up hope.

*

“So tell me,” asked the
interviewer. “What do you think of our current President?”

Thogron was too busy staring at the female
interviewer to listen properly. She looked handsome but he couldn't
get over how she covered up so much of that fine body with
clothing.

She kept on with her question. “I imagine she is
quite a change after...” The interviewer glanced at her notes.
“King Charnok.”

“Hrrrmph! Well, I remember Charnok very well and your
president is certainly better looking. Not quite so fat.”

“So...” began the interviewer. Something about her
manner made Thogron suspect he was not going to mate with her.
Pity. “Am I to take it from that remark that you regard our elected
leader as nothing more than a sex object? Is that all females are
to you?”

Thogron groaned. He had expected questions that would
let him boast of his conquests and genocides. As with all the crew
of the Aggrandize, males and females alike, he'd vaguely
assumed their return to Homeworld would involve an exhausting orgy
of near-limitless sex, laid on by an admiring populace.

It had never occurred to the crew that their world
would change during the very long time they had been away,
just as it had never occurred to the Melai who now lived here that
the Aggrandize would ever come back.

What would Charnok have done? The old rogue had
always been a strong advocate of lying and the interviewer said
they'd made him into a king. If lies had worked for Charnok... The
inner mechanism of Thogron's mind toiled to manufacture a fib that
would show his crew in a good light.

 

“Do I view females as merely sex objects?” he
repeated. “Of course not. I take that as an insult to my favorite
female. My Moolon is far more than an instrument of sexual
pleasuring. Females make great fighters too. And breeders.”

The interviewer frowned.

“Dancers... ?” ventured Thogron.

He felt he'd been led into saying the wrong thing. He
loved Moolon so much he would die for her. What had that to do with
the wretched President? She might rule Homeworld but she hadn't
been born until centuries after the Great War. What did she
know?

“And your female, as you refer to her, do you
see her as a fighter and a breeder, or just a... a dancer?”

Thogron tried to sniff out the trap buried in the
female's words. He could scent one, but not keenly enough to
identify what it was. Anger swelled within him. He should be fêted
on. He should be listening to public performances of sagas written
about his deeds, not working on a publicity campaign to win funds
for a refit to the Aggrandize. It was the most harrowing
campaign he had ever fought.

The interviewer worked for one of those new-fangled
publications, which somehow transmitted to computers everywhere. It
was an impressive technology, but tomorrow, he felt sure, they
would be using this technology to mock him and his crew. He should
take that irritating journalist's stylus and stick it—

“...I repeat the question. How do you view your own
partner?”

Pride swelled his chest. “She has spawned almost five
hundred young. Even you, with your soft life and obsession with
trivialities, must be impressed with that.”

Disgust wrinkled the interviewer's snout. “It is not
for me to pass judgment, Mister Throatbiter. That is for our
subscribers, and I am not sure they would agree with your sense of
achievement.” She sneered as she spoke his name, conveying her
contempt by uttering it as if describing the foulest excrement.

That was too much for Thogron. Standing up sharply he
stormed out of the office, down the fire escape and lost himself in
the busy streets. At least there was still a sizeable minority of
elderly people who looked back in pride to the years when their
ancestors had fought in the Great War. Admittedly to a highly
stylized version of events that seemed to have more dancing and
music than Thogron remembered.

His crew shared his sense of being disconnected from
the modern people of their own species. They had known they would
be absent for a very long time, but nothing had really prepared
them for this. He could barely contain his impatience to get back
amongst the stars and start a fight.

Undoubtedly, the home system shared his
impatience.

*

Heat. Death. Sex.

Blood on the claws of the young ones.

Rubble. Fire. Frantic activity.

Another civilization. Another species. Another world
of potential... extinguished.

And another glorious conquest meant another set of
video records. The last planet wiped out had been one of the
favorite genocides of Mad Mockus. He remembered the way the avian
defenders burned themselves out of the skies when they launched
desperate mass aerial attacks using crude backpack rockets. He had
several good close-ups in his multimedia memento pack.

*

The mayhem wound its
unpredictable path across the galaxy and into the following
generation.

The random course that began as policy in the early
years had now become a necessity, courtesy of the axe that had
cleaved the last outpost of the navigation system. And still the
Aggrandize stumbled through the galaxy, promising
destruction to any planet unlucky to be in its path.

*

Text and pictures
flashed in front of Thogroff's eyes, revealing the story of a
world. A story that ceased with his coming.

What would Daddy think if he were still alive?

For one thing, Thogron used to hate it when Thogroff
referred to him as Daddy in front of the crew. Then he would
have given one of his stock sayings: To understand your enemies
is to become them. And anyone not Melai deserves
slaughtering.

Poor old Daddy. Thogroff missed Thogron's
old-fashioned values but he was a more modern thinker; he invested
the time to learn from the beings he slaughtered.

The data engineers had done an excellent job placing
a translation harness on the native software. Already it was
teaching Thogroff something of value. He called out to his
second-in-command.

“Hrrrmph! Come and look at this Mayhemette, it's
amazing”.

Mayhemette was happy to indulge her husband. She did
not share his fascination with the detail of the worlds they
conquered. Yet she understood that to him the more he knew about
the species and its achievements, the more proud he was to have
extinguished them.

“This is some kind of history tutorial. There is a
section here about the unstoppable wave of conquest from an
unbeatable band of warriors. They were named Sikander's
Macedons. All the local civilizations were crushed.”

“So? I don't see your point.”

“Can't you see? Sikander's band... That's us. They
were a local copy of the same universal pattern. We are like a
superior gene, replicated across the cosmos. A recurring apogee of
evolution. If Sikander's tribe exterminated their foes then the
people of this planet must have been their descendants. Great
warriors. That means greater glory to us for having destroyed
them.”

“You might be right, Thogroff. I admit they were
quite inventive when cornered, but as individuals I found them
rather squishy. They seemed to be nothing much more than big sacs
of water.”

She sighed to herself; she loved to see her husband
and lover so animated and vital. Soon it would be time to leave and
he would always procrastinate. It wasn't so much the regression to
cold state that bothered him, after all it was a small price to pay
for the reawakening for the next conquest. No, his reluctance
concerned the ship's computer systems. Everything was
voice-controlled. And the voice was that of his mother, Moolon.
Mayhemette tried to imagine what it would be like to have an
omniscient and omnipresent mother poking into her every activity
for centuries. An involuntary shudder convulsed her spine at the
thought. Thogroff must truly be strong to endure that and remain
sane.

*

“Well, my love,” said
Thogroff, “we have no choice. It's time to settle down. As simple
as that. All the evidence is that we've chanced upon the home
system. It's Destiny. Besides, if we pushed on to another system,
we'd never make it back.”

“I wish it weren't so, Thogroff. I know the ship is
only good for a few more trips and would never survive another
campaign. It's been falling apart ever since you ordered the
removal of voice control.” She paused for effect and then regretted
it. This was not the right time to drive home that point. “But we
have been away for so long that I'm worried about the reception we
will receive. If the return in our parents' day was anything to go
by, we will be regarded as—”

“Leader Thogroff, please view the results of
preliminary system survey with extreme urgency.”

Mayhemette was relieved to be given an escape from
the hole she was digging for herself. For all that, she was a
little shocked by the unexpected interruption from Zeeman, the
chief scout. This was a supposedly triumphant return to the home
system, the last place she expected to surprise the scouts.

Thogroff and Mayhemette hurried to the reconnaissance
bubble. This was aptly named, an afterthought stuck onto the hull
to incorporate new sensory mechanisms after their home refit
centuries before.

Breathlessly, Thogroff demanded, “What have you got
that is so important?”

“My Leader, we have assessed the feedback from the
reconnaissance probes sent into the system.” Zeeman was aggressive
as he said this and that did not bode well.

“All probes indicate complete absence of native
Melai.” Zeeman paused to let that sink in. “The only possible
conclusion is that our race has been attacked and exterminated by
aliens. A bitter irony.”

“Thank you, chief scout Zeeman. Please do not attempt
to draw further philosophical conclusions. You are not very good at
it.”

Underneath the bombast, Thogroff's mind was reeling.
This was the last thing he had expected, but maybe... maybe it
would provide a clearer future for his crew than a forced
integration into a society short on relevance, and even shorter on
benevolence.

“Sorry, sir.” Zeeman tried again. “Probe
interpretation reports successful conquest of home systems by an
eclectic mix of alien species. The most common form is roughly
analogous to Melaioid, but takes tripedal, amphibian, and
intelligent quadruped forms. The most startling aspect is the
variation in skin pigmentation. It is almost as if there is an even
spread of every color except the green shades of Melai skin.”

The little party paused to absorb this shocking
information. Extermination of their own species was hardly
something to take lightly. These invaders must pay, and dearly.

To wipe out the population of entire planets. What
kind of demons could carry out such a barbaric act?

Thogroff broke the silence with an order.
“Mayhemette, prepare a standard attack strategy. Let's wipe this
scum off the face of our system.”

*

Mayhemette grew excited
and depressed in equal measure as she digested what she was reading
from the salvaged electronic device.

She called out. “Come look at this, Thogroff. I think
you'd want to see.”

“What is it, my love?”

Mayhemette caught the scent of hidden depths in
Thogroff's voice, but could not interpret them. “The EM bursts we
set off in the stratosphere destroyed most electronics, but I've
come across one of the few exceptions. This encyclopedia was buried
in the ruins of the last city we destroyed. It's a few years out of
date, but gives us conclusive evidence.”

“Evidence of what, my love? Don't speak in
riddles.”

“It's in Melai language. I've already cued the key
entries. Listen!”

She activated the machine, which began to speak in a
light, fluting dialect of Melai.

G-Eng, 1046. Change of body color became possible
for nearly all income groups and then immediately fashionable.
Everyone who could, became anything other than green. Natural skin
color became a symbol of the underclass.

G-Eng 1061. Previous engineering of genes pertaining
to simple cosmetic features such as skin texture spread to more
fundamental matters. Offspring were commonly altered for quadruped,
aquatic or aeronautical attributes. This was the beginning of our
present day mix of varied body types.

Mayhemette paused the device.

No one spoke, so Mayhemette voiced the unexpressed
thought shared between all of them. “There never was an invasion,
was there? Just a fatal change of body fashion!”

She turned to her Thogroff for support.

He looked stunned. She uncurled her tongue to comfort
him in his moment of distress.

Then halted when she realized she had misread his
expression.

Thogroff wasn't distressed; he was guilty. He
already knew what the device had told them.

She flicked her ears back in outrage.

Thogroff cleared his throat and attempted to be
profound. “Let's be honest with ourselves, we already expected
change and resistance from our descendants when we returned home.
We knew things would be difficult and different, though not this
different. But these were not Melai. Their DNA may be 99% the same
as ours. They may have been Melai in their past. But Melai are
strong. We feel the vibration of the cosmos, feel the quickening in
battle, the smell of destruction, and death wrought at our hands.
These beings never felt that. They were already half-dead.”

Mayhemette and Zeeman exchanged expressive looks.
This was an end-of-era speech. They had better listen.

“We are the distant ancestors of these people,”
bellowed Thogroff. “As an aggrieved ancestor, I feel profoundly
disappointed with this sorry lot. Don't you?”

This was the point where Thogroff had expected
mutiny. To reduce your civilization to rubble and flensed corpses —
he could understand some people would be upset by that.

Mayhemette and Zeeman exchanged glances.

“They let us down,” said Zeeman carefully.

Mayhemette unflattened her ear trumpets. “We're
better off without them,” she said.

Thogroff felt an unstable mix of shame and relief
that the inevitable in-fighting would not start here and now.

Buoyed by the prospect of a new life, Thogroff
foraged in the debris until he found something good for hitting
people. He picked up a broken length of metal tubing as long as an
arm, then tested it for heft. It felt good.

After scores of campaigns, the power-packs for the
energy weapons carried by the Aggrandize crew were in
critically short supply. Soon, unceasing warfare would return to
the planet; there could be no other outcome.

This time, though, the fighting would be back to
tooth, claw, and club.

As it should be.

Daddy's solution to the Great Question had proved to
be the salvation of the Melai.

Thogroff grinned. He'd finally come home.



About this story






My starting point for
this story was the stupendous Brian
Blessed, with his completely bonkers portrayal of the
psychotic Richard IV in the first series of TV comedy Blackadder.
Blessed's Richard IV is always eager for a fight, the more blood
spilled the better. But it is the actor's portrayal —without
restraint and with great comic effect — that sticks in my mind. So
I tried to transport that energy and humor into an SF context.
Seasoned with a little fantasy barbarian, Thogron Throatbiter is
similarly unconstrained and just as loud.

Once I had the idea of the character, I simply let
Thogron go to see where he ended up.

An earlier version of this story was published in the
third issue of print journal: Forgotten Worlds, sadly now
defunct. Funnily enough my story was printed next to one by Ian
Whates, a name that meant nothing to me at the time. Today Ian is a
powerhouse of activity on the SF scene in the UK, and has appeared
in many books including his series for Angry Robot and Solaris. We
met years later and appeared together again in the 2010 anthology
Shoes, Ships, and Cadavers.

I still have my contributor's copy of Forgotten
Worlds#3 with a photocopy of the cheque. I think it was something
like £41, which impressed me no end because that was the first time
I had actually been paid for writing.

I make passing reference in Meandering Mayhem
to dropship construction and the military significance of rapid
reproduction. A common mistake for beginning writers is to stuff
their stories with puns, knowing references, and as much of their
research notes as they can, lest the reader miss out on any of
their cleverness. I was as guilty of this as anyone; I still feel
the siren lure of apparent cleverness. The very first draft of
Mayhem had far more facts and figures about how the Melai
adapted their physiology to wage war. I had worked out all these
details in Excel spreadsheets and wanted everyone to know.

That had to go, of course. And yet...

When I was younger and singler (I made up that word,
see the temptation of being clever...) I used to do a lot of
wargaming and RPGs. One day I'd love to unearth those old
Mayhem notes and use them to build a Traveller or Space
Master campaign. Now where did I put those funny-shaped dice
...?






Tim C. Taylor March 2011
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Tim C. Taylor is an author and publisher of science
fiction and fantasy. He was born in Colchester, England in
1970.

When he first thought of writing a story in the early
naughties, he got a bit ahead of himself and searched online for
authors sharing his name. To find so many Tim Taylors already
published was a crushing blow. Luckily his parents had foreseen
this and provided him with a middle name. Now girded with a 'Middle
C' the author saw early success published in print and online
magazines before concentrating on writing novels. Recently he has
been published in the Newcon Press anthologies: Shoes, Ships and
Cadavers and Further Conflicts, and was nominated for
the BSFA Short Fiction Award.

In April 2011 he launched Greyhart
Press, a publisher of science fiction, fantasy, and
horror e-books.

In the real world, he is husband, Dad,
sometime-brewer, and oftentimes-builder of Lego constructs to his
son's designs. After twenty years earning a living making software,
he is now a full-time author and publisher. So expect to see much
more from him soon.

Find him on the web at www.timctaylor.com or on
Twitter @TimCTaylor

 



 About Greyhart Press






Talk to us on Twitter (@GreyhartPress) or email
(editors@greyhartpress.com)






Greyhart Press is an
indie publisher of quality genre fiction: fantasy, science fiction,
horror, and some stories that defy description. Since our launch in
spring 2011, we have concentrated on short stories, but during fall
2011, we will expand into novellas and novels.

We publish e-books through online retailers. That’s
great for us and for you, because we don’t have to worry about all
that costly hassle of printing and distribution. Instead we can
concentrate on finding great stories AND giving some away for free!
Visit our free story promotion
page for no-strings-attached free downloads.

Our motto is Real Stories for Real People!
What’s that about, then? It’s about the Real Story Manifesto
(credit where it’s due: this is inspired by the Agile Software
Development Manifesto).






We seek to tell great stories by writing them and
helping others to find them.

Through this (highly enjoyable work) we have come to
value:






Writing clarity over writing style.

Plots that move over plots that are
clever.

Characters who make hard choices over
characters who observe interesting events.

A reader left satisfied over a critic left
impressed.






That is, while there is value in the items on

the right, we value the items on the left more.






Would you like to read our
books for free?

If so, our READ... REVIEW... REPEAT... promotion is
for you.

Follow @GreyhartPress on Twitter or 
see our website for more details. If you’re quick, you
could read all our stories for free! This is a limited offer,
though.
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 Other stories you might enjoy







[image: ]

Of my stories published
by Greyhart Press, if you enjoy reading about people running around
shooting at each other, then try 
Future Speculation, where hired killers compete at the
height of a stock market bubble.






In Mayhem,
Thogron revisits his homeworld, only to discover that time has
evolved his society into a mutually incomprehensible shape. This
was inspired by one of the great science fiction classics, and a
personal favorite: The Forever
War by Joe Haldeman.
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The Forever War was a
major inspiration for my debut novella: 
Last Man Through the Gate. This focuses on a similar
issue: of how one man's relationship with his home might be eroded
by time travel.






As I mentioned in the
story notes, the starting point for this story was Brian Blessed,
an exceptional and versatile man. In Meandering Mayhem, I
was thinking about his portrayal of Richard IV in Blackadder,
a recurring character from the first season of the BBC TV comedy.
(With additional dialogue by William Shakespeare!) I think the
first season was the best by far; not everyone agrees, but why
don't you find out for yourself?






Conan the
Barbarian by Robert E. Howard was in the mix that made
up Thogron. I borrowed many Conan books from Colchester Public
Library when I was a teenager. I haven't read any for a while but
some of that barbarian sensibility never leaves you.
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I recently edited a
novel called Terminus
that features space vampires taking over the galaxy... or not,
depending on whether the (anti-)hero can beat his hangover. It’s
not played for laughs in the way Meandering Mayhem is
(What? You didn’t realize...!) but there is a wicked streak
of black humor running through it.






Last, but by no means
least, I recommend a book I have recently read by my friend
Ian
Watson: The Inquisition War. This is an omnibus
edition of some of his Warhammer 40k books (you don't need to know
anything about Warhammer to enjoy this). Ian wrote these stories
years ago but I think something of the insane mayhem of the 40k
universe still possesses him; only last weekend he was complaining
of how the rose thorns he was pruning in his garden were vicious
enough to prick him despite wearing his 40k powered gauntlets.
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