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PART 1 – ADAPTATION


1. RAMA SETI’S HEAD


 


The first time the UNOP operatives cut off Rama Seti's
head, it was for a good cause. Perhaps, the most important cause in human
history. The second time, three years later, it was in order to save his life. 


The Tactical Surgeon knew that his target, Rama Seti, was
not expecting to be beheaded in the middle of the night. The target’s apartment
was on the 37th floor of 6 Constitution Plaza, Delhi and Mr. Seti had the kind
of security system that made high net worth individuals sleep soundly.


Entry to the building itself was controlled and
patrolled, funded by the residents’ monthly fees. Even so, from the personality
profile in his file, the Tac Surgeon knew the target was not a man to trust
other people to keep him safe. 


The target had invested in an automated body scanner,
fingerprint and retinal scans combined with a password combination lock with a
timer that didn’t allow the door to be opened outside of 1400 to 1700, when the
target took his deliveries. The apartment door was high carbon steel reinforced
with six locking rods that bolted through the door and into the frame.


Yet the best civilian security on Earth would not stop United
Nations Orb Project (UNOP) Tactical/Surgical Team 8 from breaking through.


It was 0300, local time. Suitable bribes had turned the
heads and cameras of building security and the UNOP T/S Team 8 electronic specialist
rendered the alarm system inert, gave a nod and the lock breaker stepped up and
started work.


While he drilled into the door by the main lock, the rest
of the UNOP Marines covered him. The non-surgical team members carried assault
rifles, armed with non-lethal electroshock rounds to take out unarmed civilians
but also a selection of AP and hollow point magazines for local law enforcement
and enthusiastic security guards if it came to it. 


The locksmith put down his drill and turned to the Tac
Surgeon. 


“Five minutes,” he whispered. 


“Surgical team,” the Tac Surgeon said into his internal
mic. “Come on up.”


There were only twelve hours and thirty-four minutes
until wheels up on the orbital shuttle and UNOP were remarkably keen to get the
target’s central nervous system onboard. So much so that they had offered a
bonus big enough to upgrade the Tac Surgeon’s already-booked Mars colony cabin
to first class. Why they wanted this particular target so badly, he could not
fathom. 


The Tac Surgeon waited in the hall, half-heartedly
reviewing the target’s file while he waited. He had broken into dozens of homes
in the last couple of years to perform tactical surgery and he knew that some
people invested in security to keep their family safe.


Yet the target, 28-year-old Rama Seti, had no family.
None that counted, anyway. His parents lived on the other side of Delhi, he
never saw them and had no other relatives. He had no children and the
surveillance notes said all his sexual partners in the previous decade had been
visiting prostitutes. The target must have paid them well, or perhaps they were
just financially desperate enough to engage in intercourse with a man as
morbidly obese as Mr. Seti.


The UNOP Marines locksmith carried on with his work,
inserting a self-guiding wire into the hollow part of the door up toward the
internal computer that controlled the time lock. 


Previous targets had installed layers of high-tech
security to protect their precious gold, jewelry, works of art or gemstones
that they would not trust to bank vaults. But the valuable content of Rama
Seti’s apartment was cutting-edge technology for online virtual reality
competitive gaming.


The target was the founder and Chief Executive of
Rubicon, a gaming cooperative with one-hundred members. The gaming system was
known as the Avar and it was the ubiquitous online system the world over. None
of the other Rubicon members was even based in India. Avar brought players the
world over together seamlessly to compete in virtual worlds. Spectators and fans
would join the players and watch in real time from the sidelines or even down
amongst the players, unseen by them and each other and unable to affect the
outcome.


It all sounded incredibly tedious to the Tactical
Surgeon. Spending your life playing make believe when humanity’s very existence
was on the line.


“These virtual reality people are disgusting,” he
muttered.


“Sir?” The Marine next to him asked. 


The Tac Surgeon did not bother to respond.


The target’s most prized possession, the file said, was his
custom Avar Chair. It cost more than the Surgeon’s annual salary back when he had
been a junior resident in Austin. The headset, gloves and shoes of the device were
engineered to the micrometer and the seat itself was designed to reduce the
risk of bedsores. It aerated and cooled, massaged and moved so that blood flow
was unrestricted. Vital for the target as he was recorded as being in the chair
anywhere from eight to eighteen hours every day. 


“Remarkable,” the Surgeon muttered as he flicked through
his screen. “Goddamned waste.”


“I’m through,” the locksmith said. “Ready to open.”


“Initiate entry,” the Tac Surgeon said, yawning, and the
locksmith heaved open the door. It swung out into the hallway without a sound.


The team members held their breath. They had experienced
more than one night when unplanned alarms sounded, ruining their carefully laid
plans and earning the Tac Surgeon a mauling from his UNOP commissioners.


But not tonight. The Marines swept inside with their
weapons up, leaving one man to watch the hall and another to descend to cover
the lobby and their exfil. The elevator door chimed and the surgical team trundled
their equipment after the Marines.


The target slept on in his bedroom, oblivious, snoring
like a broken air conditioning unit.


“That is not a healthy sound,” the Tac Surgeon said, to
no one in particular.


In the main living area, almost empty other than the obscenely
expensive Avar chair, his surgical team laid plastic sheeting on every surface.
Walls, floor, and ceiling were covered in layers of clear plastic. More team
members rolled the heavily reinforced and extra-large gurney into the target’s
bedroom. 


The Tac Surgeon had personally performed thirty-four corporectomies
and only the first half a dozen had been in a proper medical facility. And yet,
even after so much experience in the field, performing the most complicated
tissue removal procedure in medical history inside an unsanitary apartment made
him deeply unhappy. It was sordid. Disrespectful to the medical profession. But
UNOP paid better than anyone and they didn’t care about his past run-ins with
uptight Research and Ethics Boards with morals stuck back in the 21st
Century. 


He wandered after his anesthetists into the subject’s
bedroom where the rumbling and snorting echoed from the walls. It smelled of sickly-sweet
sweat and the kind of rank feculence particular to the morbidly obese.


The anesthetic dosages had been prepared well in advance.
All his team had to do was inject the patient and heave the disgusting fat son of
a bitch onto the gurney, which was wheeled in next to the bed.


“What are you idiots waiting for?” he said in the
internal comms system. “Get on with it.” 


“He’s too fat,” one replied, gesturing. “Adipose tissue
at the neck too thick for the needles to penetrate. We are changing them now.”


The Surgeon drew a deep breath but he stopped himself
from shouting abuse at the morons. He would just kick them from the team after
they got the target’s nervous system safely back to the UNOP shuttle at the
spaceport.


While his morons changed needles, he peered closely at
the young man’s snoring face. The neck was indeed horrendously thick, perhaps
ten centimeters of adipose tissue that he would have to cut away before even
beginning the surgery proper. It would be a long procedure and he silently
cursed all obese people the world over for being such pathetic slaves to their
urges. 


His anesthetists came back and injected their first round
of sedatives while the others prepared to lift the huge mass of blubber onto
the gurney. 


Leaning over the target’s body, he looked over his
shoulder at the security team leader. “This will be the worst one yet. How
anyone can allow themselves to reach a state like this is beyond me. And for a
prospective subject, with his genetic potential, the waste of it is offensive
to me.”


“Tall guy, too,” the Marines Lieutenant said. “Six-five,
right? Taller than most of the others. That’s weird, right? I thought they were
identical.”


“Environmental factors create the individual variation,”
the Surgeon explained, sighing at the ignorance of the military mind. “This one
ingested more calories from a very early—”


The patient groaned and waved a fat hand up in the air.
The surgeon jumped back, the slab of a fist whooshing past his face. 


“What the hell?” the Surgeon shouted. “What did you give
him?”


Both anesthetists approached to examine the groaning
patient. “Just an involuntary—”


The target opened his eyes, took one look around, shouted
in fear and threw himself out of his bed in a mass of quivering flesh.


The Tac Surgeon ducked aside as his surgical team
scattered, crying out as the man threw them aside as if they were children. The
Lieutenant shouted to his Marines, drew his electroshock pistol and shot the
man in his quivering, flabby back. It seemed to only drive the man into a
wilder frenzy. He was a head taller than anyone in the infiltration team, even
the Marines, and three times the weight. The target tossed the gurney over as
if it was nothing.


The Surgeon fell into a stack of computer equipment, the
cases of the machines tumbled down onto his head, slicing open his scalp.


In the end, despite the Marines’ attempts to wrestle the
stumbling, wild, half-drugged and stunned man, it was his own size that brought
him down. The sedatives and panic helped to wear him out and within a few seconds,
he was wheezing and slowing. He fell quite suddenly, falling across the upended
gurney, buckling and snapping the steel tube frame. 


Everyone stood looking at each other, breathing deeply. 


“Help me up, you fools,” the Surgeon commanded the
anesthetists, who cleared the pile of fallen cases from him and heaved him up
to his feet. “When we’re done here today, you two incompetent fools will be finished.”


“Men as overweight as this one are difficult to judge—”


“Save your excuses or I’ll operate on you next. I’ll take
your legs and leave you in India, how would you like that? Just get him up and
onto the gurney.”


The gurney was beyond repair. 


“Can’t you operate on his bed?” the Lieutenant said. 


The Surgeon did not bother to hide his contempt. “I need
a completely stable platform for the procedure. Do you have any idea how
precise you have to be when you sever a man’s spinal cord? No, we’ll have to
call this off.”


The Lieutenant scratched his jaw. “What about that giant-ass
Avar Chair?”


The Surgeon hesitated. Then laughed. Perhaps the military
mind was not so useless after all. 


“Get your Marines to help heave him into it,” the Tac
Surgeon commanded the Lieutenant. “And hurry. We have a long set of procedures
ahead of us and the shuttle launches in twelve hours.”


While the target’s mind was downloading, the Surgeon
removed great chunks of body fat. The bio-waste bins filled up right away and
the blood suction pumps kept clogging up. After a while, the Surgeon just started
flinging globs of adipose tissue onto the floor. Most of the UNOP Marines found
excuses to leave the room at that point but the Lieutenant stayed, seemingly
unconcerned. Hours later, he woke the target up.


“What’s happening?” Rama Seti mumbled.


The patient no longer had control of most of his body but
the Surgeon had not yet severed the connection to his diaphragm. It was
unlikely that the patient’s eyes worked but he knew the young man could hear
and probably retained a sense of smell, that most primal of senses. Machines
beeped, plastic crinkled as the people around him walked here and there. A
machine sucked and gurgled. Despite the apartment’s expensive air-conditioning
system, the room reeked of the hot metallic stink of surgery. It must have been
really quite disorienting for the patient and the Surgeon felt a momentary,
faint pang of empathy.


“We are in the middle of performing surgery on you,” the Surgeon
explained. “I have cut away much of your body, trying to preserve as much of
your ganglia as I can but now I am beginning to sever your spinal column and
the final links to your body. I prefer to do it with the patient conscious as
any sudden incoherence on your part may indicate I am heading for a problem.”


“My body?” the patient said. “Please, please, I don’t
understand, just let me go, take anything you want.”


Some people in his team laughed while they worked.


“There’s only one thing we want from you,” the Surgeon
said, playing to his small crowd. 


The man said nothing for a while and the Surgeon stopped,
scalpel in hand until he muttered another question. “What are you going to do
with me?”


“You’re going on a long journey, son,” the Lieutenant
said, to further titters from the surgical team. 


“Please, do not tell him anything,” the Surgeon said.


“It ain’t like he’s going to remember this, is it. You’re
going to zap his hippocampus, right?”


“Quite right. Yet I would rather not stress him
unnecessarily with the enormity of his situation.”


The Lieutenant chuckled. “Come on, Doc, there’s no way
this disgusting sack of shit is ever going to be selected to be a subject for Mission
Four. What a lazy freak. He’s going on a shelf somewhere at HQ until they
incinerate him without ever waking him up.”


“I’m sure you’re right about this one. I can’t tell you
how sad it makes me that these will be his final moments of consciousness,” the
Surgeon said, trimming away remnants of tissue under his patient’s chin. “I
will be so glad when the mission finally launches. I am looking forward to a
comfortable, quiet, semi-retirement on Mars. I would rather enjoy being a
family doctor for a peaceful little colony town, you know?”


“What?” Rama Seti, blind, paralyzed, and soon to be
little more than a severed head, muttered. “What are you saying? Please, don’t
do this. What’s happening?”


“Alright,” the Surgeon said, handing over his scalpel and
taking the circular saw in its place. “I am about to remove the last sternocleidomastoid.
I am afraid, Mr. Seti, that this will hurt quite a bit. Suction, please.”


A motor whirred and the Surgeon carefully eased the tiny
blade sliced into the target’s last attached neck muscle.  


Rama Seti screamed. 


 


 
















 


2. REALITY


 


Time passed.


And Rama Seti woke. He knew he was awake because the
glare was like a scalpel in his retinas. There were people around him, he was
sure. Shapes and sounds moved beside his head. It reeked of antiseptic and
minty-fresh breath. He tried to move and to speak. Someone hushed him and
sponged lukewarm water into his mouth which he licked up with a rough tongue. A
cool hand stroked his forehead.


“You are currently disoriented,” a voice said in his ear.
It spoke English but the accent wasn't Indian. “Please remain calm.”


Had he been in an accident? Was he in hospital? All Rama
knew was that he had to find out what was going on.


“It’s bright,” Ram said, his voice sounded strange to
himself. Rumbling, deep. 


“You have been asleep, Rama.” The voice was soft,
comforting. As a mother or father might speak to a child. Ram was afraid of it.


“Where am I?” He couldn’t see properly.


Ram's throat felt full of glass. Machines beeped steadily
around him. 


“A special facility, Rama Seti,” the voice said.


“Who are you?” Ram’s heart thumped in his chest. 


“I am a medical doctor. My name is Dr. Fo. The others here
in my team are biotechnicians, nurses, anesthetists and so on. We are all
leaders in our field. None finer in the Sol System, I promise you.”


Shapes and shadows loomed around him. Soft shoes swished
on hard floors. The clatter of metal implements in metal bowls rang in the cool
air that drifted across his face. 


“Can't see,” Ram said, fear rising further. 


“We will rectify that shortly,” the doctor said, a smooth,
cool palm patted Ram on the forehead. “Eyes are complicated, Rama. Yours were a
remarkably astigmatic and a little myopic. The muscles strained from a decade
and a half of overuse of Avar headsets and we had to do a little extra work
tinkering around in there.” A finger tapped Ram on the bridge of his nose. “When
we correct the calibration your eyes will be significantly improved, along with
the rest of you. Here we go.”


Ram blinked smears of light away and a grinning Chinese
face leaned over his. The doctor was possibly middle aged but it was hard to
tell. Probably a heavily-surgeried old bastard with newly-grown skin. Still
smiling, the face pulled away.  


He was on his back, probably on some sort of a hospital
bed. The room beyond Dr. Fo’s face was lined with large white tiles and soft
light came from somewhere. Ram tried to look around but he still could not
move.


Was he dreaming? Had his Avar malfunctioned? He wanted to
wake up, wanted to get up, run, get away.


Yet he couldn’t move, not even a little, not his arms or
his legs. He couldn’t move his head to look around.


What the hell was going on?


“Can't move,” Ram said, his throat dry. “What happened?”
His voice sounded amplified, as if it didn't belong to him. “Was I in an
accident?”


“In a way,” the doctor chuckled again, his cool hand
patted Ram's forehead and then it rested there. “But you are all better now.”


There was a faint pressure on the back of his head where
it rested on the bed or gurney. Ram pursed his mouth and the skin there cracked
into tiny crevices. He licked his lips, his tongue rasping against the ridges
of dry skin. The wet sponge returned, dabbing cool beads of water into his
mouth. He sucked the water down, the moisture spreading inside, freeing his
tongue. 


Why could he not feel his body? Nothing made any sense. 


“Tell me what happened,” Ram said. Why did his voice
sound so strange? “Why can’t I move?”


The doctor leaned down to look Ram in the eyes. He
smelled of powerful soap and the whiff of mint. 


“You are sedated, Rama Seti and your endocrine system is
under our control. Your file states that you have a high resilience to
emotional shock so I don’t mind telling you that you were abducted from your
home. An infiltration team escorted surgeons into your apartment in New Delhi
where you were rendered unconscious and they removed your morbidly obese body.
The only parts of you that we needed were your head, spinal column and as much
of the central and peripheral nervous systems ganglia as we could get.”


“Am I in Avar?” Ram said, his heart racing. His face
flushed with the panic of it. “This can’t be real. This is Avar, isn’t it?”


“You were a professional Avar gamer, I know. But this is
the real world.”


Anger and fear surged through him and Ram tried to jump
out of bed. 


Nothing happened. 


“You are attempting to move,” Dr. Fo said with joy,
looking at a screen next to him. “That is a marvelous sign. We have disabled
your movement from below the neck, other than your diaphragm for conscious
breathing and speaking. Just like when you plug into your Avar, yes? Just like
when you enter REM sleep. As I was saying, we brought your head and spinal column
here. Plus a few of the important nerves, especially the solar plexus and so
on. It makes fusing your nervous system to the new body so much easier.”


Horror crept up Ram's neck into his face, warming it like
spilled blood in an Avar-induced nightmare. 


And perhaps that was it. Perhaps he had finally succumbed
to the Avar Psychosis that had claimed so many others of his profession. His
cooperative colleagues had often warned him about it but he'd always
disregarded their concerns. Ram always thought he could handle eighteen hours a
day in the chair every day. 


Maybe he had been wrong. 


“What a second,” Ram said, his voice deep and unfamiliar
in his ears, panic rising in waves through his face. “Are you seriously telling
me that you cut off my head?”


Dr. Fo chuckled. “Oh dear me, no. How could you think
such a thing? No, no, no. We cut off your body. The procedure is called
a corporectomy.”


Ram’s throat constricted and his heart thudded in his
ears and he struggled for breath. It had been years since he’d had a proper panic
attack but he knew the signs. 


I have to get out of here.


A new voice, a woman’s voice, close above him muttered a
warning. “His catecholamines are spiking. I’ll ease him back down.”


The hot sensations drained from his face and his panic
receded. They were controlling him, somehow, giving him drugs and he knew he
should be angry about it yet he was relieved. It was nice, feeling calm. 


“Why are you doing this?” Ram asked, straining to see as
far around the room as he could. He could not see much. There were people
there. Machines, beeping and humming. 


“I will show you.”


Even swiveling his eyes so far over in his sockets that
the muscles ached, Ram couldn't see the doctor anymore. Instead, he noticed the
soft glow of pale blue lights from high up around the room. The white ceiling
above had a bluish tinge from the artificial lighting. There was no daylight. 


Someone pulled a screen attached to a mechanical arm down
over him. Ram looked up and for half a moment saw a reflection in the black of
the screen.


The face was familiar. But it was not his own.


“Welcome to the new you,” Dr. Fo said and the screen
flicked on. 


The image showed a man on a gurney, covered by a sheet up
to the upper chest. A screen on a mechanical arm overhung his face.


That man was not Rama Seti.


It couldn’t have been.


The figure was muscled as heavily as a bullock. The body of
a champion bodybuilder only bigger, all veins and lumps and crevasses and
ridges. A body resembling a relief map of the Himalayas. A body like the
avatars Ram used in the Galactic Games persistent world, and Shield
Wall the European early medieval massively multiplayer wargame that had pretentions
to historical accuracy but disregarded scale. A body that existed only in
comics and animated films and maybe on the Artificial Persons that they
designed for asteroid mining and outer system exploration.


A creeping horror crawled over his skin as he began to
understand, at least a little, of what was happening to him.


Tubes, data cables, and fluid drips ran out from under
the blanket and snaked along the floor out of sight. 


In the image on the screen hanging over his face, he saw
a screen suspended over the muscled giant.


Dr. Fo stood next to the bed, at the giant man’s
shoulder. He was diminutive in comparison.


“Do you like it? We matched the skin tone of the body to
your own. It was paler than you before the procedure but it’s trivially easy to
do. You have a rather lovely natural color but it was awfully washed out from
the lack of vitamins and UV.” Dr. Fo chuckled, shaking his head. “Your diet was
appalling, Rama Seti.”


“That's not me.”


On the screen, the giant’s mouth moved as Ram spoke.


“You will experience a period of adjustment to your new
self, of course,” the doctor said, resting his hand on Ram’s forehead. He saw
it happen on the screen and felt the palm on his head at the same. 


Ram struggled to comprehend what was happening. 


“That’s not my head, it’s not me.” Ram swallowed as he
spoke.


The muscular figure on the screen was Indian but he had a
handsome face, a strong jaw line. Prominent cheekbones. 


Nothing like Ram's face at all. 


“It is very much your old head that you grew all by
yourself.” The doctor stroked Ram’s shorn scalp. Caressed it. “Rama, your face
and head is the only external part of you that remains your own. You have been
increasingly overweight since your early childhood. Not your fault, of course,
it was your mother and father’s fault. Your mother did it because she wanted to
make you happy. You father, well. Never mind about him. My surgeons removed the
excess adipose tissue from the face and especially the neck area.”


“I’m thin.”


Ram had never seen himself thin before. He had never
looked in a mirror and seen a face that was tight. He had never seen his
cheekbones. His cheeks had never gone inward, only puffed out like a cherub or
a hamster or the other horrific terms of endearment his mother used to call him
by. Ram watched on the monitor as a single, shining tear ran down one temple
into the raised sheet that cushioned his head. The urge to wipe it away was
intense but Ram could not move so much as one of the massive muscles that he
now owned. 


Ram's head looked smaller than he remembered it, with all
that fat taken away. In fact, it looked small attached to those huge shoulders.


“Wait a minute,” Ram said, watching himself on the
monitor speak the words. “Did you shrink my head or something?”


Dr. Fo chuckled. Even a couple of amused snorts came from
the nurses and technicians as they worked around him. 


“We have reinforced your skull with extra bone mass, in
fact. As with the bones in your new body, we have increased the density and so
increased the overall cranial mass. In terms of volume, we encouraged extra
bone growth on the external side but of course, we did so subdermally. You have
extra bone all around the cranium, face and jaw which has made your head around
six percent larger. And it was already a deliciously big head to begin with.
Indeed, the size of your big old head was one of the factors in your selection.
You see, your new body is very large indeed, for a human, and having such a
large head helps with the transplant process.”


Your new body. Strange thing to hear. It couldn’t be
real, could it?


“I was always tall,” Ram said, feeling the need to stand
up for himself, for his old body.


Dr. Fo grinned and pulled out a screen. “You were a fairly
impressive 199 centimeters tall, much taller than the Indian and Earth average.
You certainly maximized your genetic growth potential. But now, you are 261.26
centimeters tall. In other words, in the top one percent of the tallest people
who ever lived, although most of them were gangly weaklings, half crippled by
pituitary tumors. You, on the other hand, may have the most muscle mass on a
single body in history, even counting Artificial Persons. Although, this body
is not natural. We designed it, we grew it, nurtured it so I suppose it’s
cheating but you are a human from the neck up.”


Ram had a wave of unreality flush through him. The sense
that the world could not be trusted, that he could log out of his Avar and be
back in his apartment if only he could find a way of getting out.


“This is not happening,” Ram said, hearing his now-deeper
voice rumbling in his chest. A larger chest cavity, a larger throat and a
deeper voice.


“I assure you it is,” Dr. Fo said, gesturing at the room
around them. Ram could see quite a lot with his peripheral vision but a single
room could be modeled with perfect realism within Avar. “But if it helps you to
feel better in the short term then please, go right ahead and believe that you
are in some sort of VR device, while you acclimatize to your new reality and
learn why you are here. No skin off my nose.”


“Why?” Ram asked. “Who are you people? Where am I? I need
to speak to my co-op. I need to speak to my parents, come on, you have to let
me out of here, this isn’t legal. This isn’t legal, you can’t do this to me.”


He needed to get out, to get away from them.


“Rama Seti,” Dr. Fo said, leaning over him. This time,
the man’s face was not smiling. Not even a little. “You will find no allies in
the judiciary realm. As for your friends and family, well, they believe that
you are already dead. We will never let you go. Not ever. Of course, this is a
violation of your legal and human rights but our purpose is so vitally
important that we left ordinary ethical concerns behind us decades ago. Your
rights as an individual are as nothing in comparison to what is at stake here.”


“Bullshit. What could possibly be so important?”


“Rama, you are here to save humanity.”


 


 
















 


3. ESCAPE


 


Ram knew true fear, then. He was in the lab of some
crazed Doctor Frankenstein, cutting people up and sewing them together again
because it was for the good of all humanity. Another lunatic who believed the
rights of the individual could be dismissed in the name of science or progress
or some other crazy shit. 


Ram knew, also, what he had to do. He had to stay calm
and he had to play along until he had a chance to escape. It might be hours or
even days but he would escape and then he would call the police and he would
upload his memory into Avar if he could. Show everyone what had happened to
him. Then the mad doctor and his team of lunatics would get the justice they
deserved for abducting him. For cutting off his body. 


It still didn’t seem real. 


“Now,” the doctor said, “let us get you out of my clinic
so you can begin to contribute to the mission. I have been working on you for some
time and, please don’t tell the Director this but I’m keen to get you out of my
door. First, we are going to adjust your bed so that you are seated in an
upright position.”


Dr. Fo turned away. The screen that had displayed Ram’s
body turned off, folded up and the arm moved up into the ceiling. The gurney
bed hummed beneath him and Ram’s head started to rise, slowly and steadily,
into a sitting position. The higher his head got, the better look he got at the
space before him.


The floors, walls and ceiling were huge white ceramic
tiles with slight gaps between them. A steel alloy medical workbench around the
wall opposite him held neatly arranged implements and wrapped packages. Shelves
and cupboards of various sizes lined portions of the wall above. 


Four biotechnicians in white coats sat at the bench on
stark, uncomfortable stools tap-tapping on screens in front of them or on the
wall. Trolleys with stainless steel implements, pre-loaded syringes and trays
underneath full of tiny bottles and dressing packets encased in shining sterile
wrapping. Medical machines on wheels displaying screens showing internal scans
or stylized images of Ram. 


Without the ability to move his head, Ram strained his
eyes looking left or right for a way out, for anything that he could use as a
weapon. His field of vision was limited but he thought one of the wall sections
looked as though it might be a doorway. There was a fingerprint and retinal
scanner keypad by it. 


No one paid Ram any direct attention as his horizontal
gurney turned into a semi-vertical, upright chair. All instead engrossed in at
least one screen, tapping, whispering, adjusting settings or recording the
readings. For some reason, none of them appeared to use internal augmentation,
not even eye screens and gesture sensors. It was like stepping back in time to
when 2D displays were the height of technological interaction. There was no
reason for such a clearly well-equipped medical center to utilize such
antiquated tech.


The chair whirred and clunked into a locked position.


Sitting fully upright with his feet near the floor, his
head was higher than anyone who was standing. As if he was in a shrunken world,
where everyone had been shrunk by a third and he alone was normal sized. But
that was wrong. It was he who was the freak in the room.


There didn’t seem to be any security guards. If he could
get free, he could flatten everyone in the room with ease.


“The subject appears to be having a spike in his
testosterone and epinephrine levels,” Dr. Fo said and he glanced at someone
unseen behind Ram's gurney chair.


“Suggests he is planning violence,” the woman’s voice
said from behind his chair. “I will pacify him.”


A warm sense of relief flooded through Ram, from his
neck, over his scalp and settled over his eyes. The sharp edges of the room
softened. The white glare lessened.


“Drugs,” Ram said after a moment, his tongue thick in his
mouth. “You’re drugging me.” 


Even though he was outraged, he had to admit to himself
that it felt really good.


Dr. Fo frowned. “We avoid pharmaceutical substances for
altering mood where we can, especially at this stage. Milena is adjusting your
body’s hormone uptake. It’s tricky at first and it looks rather as though we
are alternating between too much and not enough. Your body is our old model and
the control systems are cruder than in our cutting edge subjects. There is also
the fact that your mind is entirely untrained. You have little control over
your thought patterns. Have you never attempted meditation? We will help you
with that, too.”


Whatever they were pumping him with, Ram had to admit it
was delightful. He'd taken synthetic oxytocin and dopamine before but it was never
as strong or as enchanting as whatever they were doing to him right there in
the hospital room. Ram was quiet for a while as the people around him worked on
his body. He peered down, moving only his eyes, as they prodded the tips of the
monstrous fingers and toes. When the first sensations jerked through his body,
it was a completely alien feeling. 


He tried to remember that he needed to escape, that the
people around him were his enemies. But it was hard to retain the thought, it
kept slipping away into a warm and fuzzy feeling. 


A biotechnician prodded the tip of his index finger and
there was a subsequent reaction in his mind. Not one of pain, not the sensation
of a needle being jabbed into his finger. It was akin to a blast of cold air,
tinged with the color blue. The biotechnicians jabbed more needles all over his
hands and arms, releasing a flood of warm, cold, green, red feelings, hisses of
static and strange smells he could not identify before they were gone. And the
sensations did not seem to be coming from his body but from somewhere else,
either further outside himself, as if he could feel someone prodding the far
wall, or else deep inside his guts. 


“Subject is registering,” a biotechnician said. 


“Lighting up all across the board,” another team member
called out. 


“Visual, aural but tactile, too. Hits on all digits.”


“Excellent,” Dr. Fo said, beaming up at him. “Very fast,
Ram, very fast indeed.”


“What’s going on?” Ram said, his vision clouding with
tactile sensation. 


“We are helping your brain to mesh its new nervous system
together,” Dr. Fo said, peering down again at a screen in his hands so that all
Ram could see was the shining black top of his head. “Your conscious mind needs
help to realize what nerves go where as they connect to your brain. Your brain
can keep your vital processes running already. Your breathing and heartbeat and
so on. But skin sensation? Fine control? These are incredibly complicated
processes, Ram. We have done so much work on you already, so much work, yes
indeed. Everything is in place and you are almost complete. But we have to be
sure that you are not overwhelmed by strange sensations so we block certain
signals reaching your moment to moment awareness. And we are now carefully
removing that block. Your body and brain are all linked up but your
consciousness now needs to catch up. Do you understand?”


“I’m tasting strange colors. You’ve wired me up wrong,”
Ram said, a distant fear and outrage bubbling up again.


“A little synesthesia is perfectly normal. In fact, if
you weren't experiencing it then I would be worried,” Dr. Fo said, chuckling
and went back to his work.


“I feel like I shouldn’t feel calm,” he said, wondering
why he was admitting that to these people. “I should be feeling angry at you.”


Shut up, you idiot, he told himself. He was babbling like
a drunk.


Dr. Fo laughed. “Regulating your hormone uptake stops
what would be your ordinary fear and anger getting in the way of our final
release protocols and it’s just easier for my team if you’re dumb and docile.”


Ram grinned, pressure on his temples pushing his brain
together behind his eyes, like that time he had accidentally overdosed on 2C-B,
alone in his apartment. Only, much more pleasant. Sweat broke out all over his
face and body. “I feel like I’m tripping.”


“Hmm,” the doctor said. “Perhaps we are dosing you too
much but we tend to err on the side of caution. Without hormonal sedation, your
distress at what we’re doing to you right now might create lasting
psychological damage. Post-traumatic stress can have a significant impact on
performance and poor Milena here has a tough enough job to do on your psyche as
it is. Not a fully actualized personality, are you, Rama?”


Intellectually, he knew that it was ethically worse to be
controlling the workings of his mind than it was to restrain and even to
exchange his body for a better model. But the outrage he felt at the endless
violation of his rights was distant. Diluted. Hidden behind the waves of
pleasure and flooding skin sensations. His arms prickled with a kind of itchy
delight. He breathed deeply, smelling the cleaning chemicals and detergents of
the walls and the doctors and technicians. Smelling the human sweat and breath
of the people.


Smelling the smell of the women in the room.


Ram wondered if the body they had given him had a dick.
He could almost feel it but he knew it was only his imagination. 


He looked down at himself. As far down as he could look
with just his eyes. They had dressed him in a skin-tight gray vest and matching
shorts. He thought he could see a bulge down there amongst the bumps and ridges
of his huge thigh muscles. In truth, it was difficult to see past his massive
pectorals. It was not so different from the usual difficulty he had seeing his
genitalia, only that was because of his great big rolls of flab getting in the
way.


Perhaps they had not given him one. If the body was synthetic,
grown as biological parts in a womb tank then maybe he didn't have one. The Artificial
Persons they grew for space mining and stuff were often non-gendered. Or they
were one or other but without working genitals. There were rumors about sex
slaves but Ram had never especially believed the stories. Why would anyone
bother to spend a fortune on growing someone when there were so many real
people willing to sell their bodies cheap and enter contractual slavery? But
Ram was afraid to ask. The worry was a distant one and was quickly buried under
the continuing low pulses of pleasure flowing across his skin like—


Searing agony shot through his body. His hand plunged
into fire. 


Ram cried out, screaming at the burning, crisping of the
skin on his hand, the bubbling, searing agony of it.


The pain vanished like a light switched off in the
darkness. 


Ram’s cry died in his throat and he was left panting,
glancing down as far as he could at his big-boned hands where they rested on
the arms of his mechanized chair. They were perfectly unscathed, the
technicians prodding them with needles. 


“What the hell was that?” His heart was racing, the soft
and calm feeling replaced by fear, exhilaration. He couldn’t keep up. 


I need to escape, he reminded himself. Bide my time
until I can escape. 


“You are responding marvelously, adapting remarkably
quickly,” Dr. Fo said, grinning. “In the ninety-fifth percentile, at least, I
would guess. How curious.”


“It's these older models,” the unseen woman said from
behind Ram's upright gurney, her voice steady, smooth and rich with a Latin
timbre. “The nerve pathways are shorter, simpler. And the guerrilla corporectomy
compounded the issue by leaving so much of his original ganglia in his birth
body.”


The woman’s tone had been full of clarity and confidence
and Ram found it arousing. Even without seeing her, Ram knew instantly that she
would be forever out of his league. No one so self-possessed would give Ram the
time of day. He wanted to see her, see what she was like. He was certain she
would be physically attractive and he wanted her.  


“Of course,” Dr. Fo said, shaking his head. “You are
right, of course. I am so forgetful. Look at his testosterone, Milena, it is
shooting up again. I’m not sure what is causing it.”


Footsteps on the tiles, light and careful. Ram glanced
down. 


“Pleasure to meet you, Rama Seti.”


It was the confident woman. And she was indeed out of his
league. So far out that it was a relief he wouldn’t have to worry about playing
any games with her. The young woman had a cascade of thick black hair, skin the
color of milky coffee, huge dark eyes looking up at him, a huge, straight nose
and lips like a goddess. Her body was fit underneath the tight black vest and
loose black trousers, shoulders broad and muscular. She wore heavy boots, like
a soldier. Her breasts were amazing. He knew he shouldn't stare at them but his
vantage point was above her head and he could look right down her top and into her
cleavage where her lovely skin went underneath the top of her vest. They looked
perfect, smooth and round, dense and heavy and yet high and firm, standing
straight up without any support. He could not take his eyes away. 


“Hi,” Ram said, grinning. “Nice to meet you, sweetheart.”


Sweetheart? Why did I say that? 


Ram felt what must have been his new penis and scrotum
stirring between his legs and under the sheets. Maybe it was actually there
after all.


“Testosterone spiking into the red,” one of the
technicians said. “Vasopressin too. I'll deal with it.”


The woman raised her eyebrows at Ram who felt a flush of
shame as his lust receded. He looked away. 


“Hello, Ram,” she said. “I have been with you for some
time now, since before you were first woken. I have helped to smooth out your
moment-to-moment experience by adjusting your hormone uptake. Before then, I
have been getting to know you. Studying your genes, your history, your environment,
your achievements and failures, your hopes and your shame. And I feel that I do
know you because I have seen you at your best and at your worst and your most
mundane. So you need not feel any sense of embarrassment with me. My name is
Milena Reis. It is enormously satisfying to finally speak to you face to face.”


Ram did not know what to say. What did she mean she'd
seen him at his worst?


“It’s satisfying?” Ram said. “To meet me?”


Ram wished he could move so that he could kick himself up
the ass for being so catastrophically whatever the opposite of suave was. 


Her mouth twisted into a wry smile. “You do not know how
much is depending on this project. How much we have already invested in you. I
have personally invested hundreds of hours in studying you, Rama Seti.
Satisfying is putting how I feel about meeting you in the mildest possible
terms.”


“I still don’t understand this, I’m sorry. Who are you?
Like, what’s your job? You’re my hormone pimp?”


“I'm your driver,” Milena said, nodding slowly.


“Oh,” Rama said, recalling what the word meant when it
was applied to a person and not software. “Okay. Where are you driving me?”


“A very long way from here,” Milena said, a strange,
half-amused look on her face. “But I am not that sort of driver.”


Milena moved to the side of Rama's huge chair and tapped
away against the side of it, out of his sight. The chair beneath him hummed
into life and the thing rotated, turned ninety degrees. Ram got a view of the
room and the people in it as it turned. Men, women, nurses, technicians, all
busy working on screens and whirring machines. Still no security guards, as far
as he could see. Hopefully, he was in a normal hospital or clinic and he could
force his way out onto the street in no time. Just as soon as they gave him the
ability to move.


“Are you going to let me go now, right?” Ram said. “Let
me get up out of this chair, I mean?”


Milena and Doctor Fo walked around so that they both stayed
in Ram's field of vision.


“Do you want to escape?” the gorgeous woman asked,
tilting her head to one side.


Ram’s heart raced. He knew they were monitoring his every
breath so he tried to relax. “No,” he said, feigning casualness. 


Milena and the doctor glanced at each other but did not
bother to address Ram’s obvious lie.


 “We have kept you immobilized until now because of the
danger that you pose to yourself, to that body and to the valuable people and
equipment in this room. If you lose control and destroy it, that would mean an
awful lot of people’s hard work has been wasted. So you must learn control,
first of all. Then you may walk, run, jump, exercise, train. And then, finally,
you may begin to fight.”


“Fight?” Rama said, trying to stay calm. They were going
to let him out soon but only if he pretended he was playing along, only if he
proved that he was no threat.


Dr. Fo turned away, calling out congratulations and
thanks to his team for their work.  


“Come with me,” Milena said. Under its own power, the
gurney-chair rolled away from the center of the room to a corner that was free
of machines or screens, taking Ram with it. He had never felt so helpless in
his entire life. They could do anything to him and yet he could do nothing in
return. When he got free, he was going to end them, one way or another. Whoever
they were. “You were a fan of gladiatorial, person versus person Avar gaming,
were you not?” Milena said.


“I was kind of into fighting games but not really. How is
that relevant?” Ram asked, his chair rolling after her, the rubber tires
screeching softly to a stop on the tiled flooring. He wondered if she had the
ability to read his mind. Could she see that he was planning violence? He knew
that it was possible to extract specific memories and knowledge but he didn’t
know if it was possible in real time. If she could read his mind then she might
be watching him think the thoughts that he was thinking in that moment. 


How could he hide his thoughts from himself? Don’t think
about escaping, he thought.


“I look forward to seeing your Avar abilities, that’s all,”
she said. “We will now activate your body but before we start, you must know
one thing.”


“Okay,” Ram said, trying to not think about climbing out
of his chair and charging for the closed door.


“You must know that if you take any action that threatens
anyone in this room or if you are in danger of harming yourself, we will switch
you off. Dr. Fo can push one button that will remotely drop you in a nanosecond.
Your skeletal muscles will immediately cease to function and you will collapse
to the floor, unable to move even a little bit. Understand?”


Ram swallowed, his throat dry. “I get it.”


He wondered if his hope for escape was truly gone. Was
she bluffing? He didn’t think she was. 


“Good. Now, your brain has never consciously used your
skeletal muscles,” Milena said. “The relevant areas of that brain have been
stimulated artificially while your corresponding muscles are simultaneously
contracted. It is a crude method but we find it effective. But there's an error
rate, Rama and it varies from subject to subject. Might be five per cent, might
be fifty per cent but you could find your brain and your body has been wired
improperly. Dr. Fo and his team might have been probing what they thought was
your right biceps part but instead, they were tweaking your triceps. It's
common for subjects on their first time in control to intend to bend their arm
only to straighten it. I told a young subject once to clap her hands together
and she punched herself in the nose. I'm not kidding. And it could be worse. What
if they've aimed for your gluteus maximus but had a near miss? One subject a
few years ago, when he tried to complete a standing jump he instead shit his
pants. I'm not kidding. So, are you ready?”


“Ready for what?”


“Here we go,” Milena said, unfolding a screen from her
pocket. She tapped on it, expertly, as if she was used to 2D physical interfaces.
“Try standing. Get out of that chair.”


Ram forced his hands down to the arms of his chair. With
his eyes fixed on the keypad by the closed door on the far side of the room, he
planted his feet on the floor and heaved himself upright. 


Milena leaped back out of the way and Ram tipped forward
onto his face. His arms did not respond properly and instead of bracing his
fall they just tangled beneath his massive chest and his face smashed into the
tiles with a crack. Breathing heavily, Ram rolled his head to the side and
looked up. He didn’t have the guts to try to move his body. 


Milena roared with laughter and jabbed Ram's shoulder
with her foot.


“You did it,” Milena shouted. “I can't remember the last
time someone did it their first time. Maybe never. Well, well.” She jiggled
Ram's shoulder again. “Did you see that, Dr. Fo?”


“Very impressive,” Dr. Fo said from across the room. A
few people clapped.


“Get to your feet, Ram,” Milena said. “Come on, get up, I
believe in you.”


If I can get up, I can get out of here.


Ram pulled his hands under himself and took a breath. His
arms were huge, the muscles so big they restricted how far he could bend them. 
He planted his meaty hands on the cold ceramic tile underneath his massive
pectorals. He bent his knees up under himself and felt his toes grip the smooth
floor. 


He stood up, staggering and crashed into the side of his
chair. He reeled off from it, staggering across the room with no control and
banged into the wall. His face pressed against the cool white tile, breathing
heavily.


“Whoa, there, whoa,” Milena said, laughing. “That's some
fine work there. You just have to watch out for that slight Coriolis effect,
that's all. Try standing away from the wall.”


Ram held himself away from it, stepping away, raising his
arms for balance. His head spun and he wobbled but he kept his feet.


“I’m doing it,” Ram said, excited.


“It's these older models,” Dr. Fo called out. “They don't
make them like this anymore.”


“It's not the model,” Milena said. “Ram has an iron will,
don't you, Ram.”


“I guess,” Ram said, realizing that he had to learn to
control his body before he made a run for it. 


So, when Milena took Ram through exercise after exercise,
he played along. Touching his fingers to his thumbs, flexing his knees,
swinging his arms. Jumping, twirling, spinning. Ram hit his head a dozen times,
bashing his elbows and knees. But each time he performed his tasks a little
better than the last and he knew that he would soon be able to make his body do
what he needed it to. He would have to find his way out of the medical facility
and out into the real world. He wondered if he was still in Delhi or somewhere
else in India. He could be anywhere on the continent, he supposed. A worrying
thought but he would cross that bridge when he came to it. If he escaped and
found himself in another country, he would have to find the Indian Consulate
and then they would help him.


If they believed him. He was in a giant body, 261
centimeters tall. That was eight feet and five inches tall and with the sort of
muscles that only existed on professional bodybuilders and strongmen.


A small part of him, he admitted, was thrilled. 


“Where did this body come from?” he asked Milena after an
hour or so. 


She looked uncomfortable and Dr. Fo called out an answer.
“Synthetically grown, obviously. Same way they grow organs and limbs for
repair. Grown in tanks as arms and legs and organs and then assembled like a
kit. Finally, when all is ready, the human heads are sewn on top.”


Ram had a thousand objections and questions but he fought
down his anger and played along, feeling the control coming. He might only get
a single escape attempt and he had to get it right. 


“It’s just like practicing in Avar,” Ram said at one
point after performing twenty controlled pushups. “Repetition until you get it
right.”


That amused Dr. Fo, standing beside Milena to watch Ram
while his team cleaned and cleared the clinic room behind him. 


“Did it ever occur to you that Avar is based on real life
and not the other way around?” Dr. Fo said. “You practice something, you get
better at it, whether it’s punching a guy in the face or scratching your balls
just right. Avar is an incomplete simulacrum of reality. This is the real world
young man and Avar is just a poor copy.”


Before Ram could respond, Milena cut in. 


“Learning is part of the animal experience that we call
consciousness. It doesn’t matter where our attention is focused, whether in the
physical world or the virtual reality of Avar or in mindfulness.”


“Very interesting,” Dr. Fo said, with a straight face. 


Ram decided that what he would have to do is charge Dr.
Fo first of all and take him out. Just charge him down, flatten him. He was
short, slight, he looked like he would have weak bones and Ram was sure he would
be able to cross the four meters to the doctor in a couple of strides,
hopefully before the little fellow would have a chance to trigger the mechanism
for disabling Ram. If that mechanism even existed. And then Ram would grab the
woman Milena as a hostage, force her to open the security door for him. Force
her to open all the doors. Maybe force her to help him when they got to the
street, summon a taxi for him using her ID and so on. 


 “We have enough readings now,” Dr. Fo said. “Everything
is working as it should be. Better, actually. So I officially confirm Ram’s
graduation into full mission subject. You poor bastard.”


“Why do you say that?” Ram said, standing and looking
down on Dr. Fo and Milena, the top of his head near to the ceiling. It was
amazing how tall he was. 


Before Dr. Fo could respond, Milena cut in “It is just
the doctor’s terrible sense of humor,” she said. 


“That’s true,” Dr. Fo said, sadly, peering at the screen
in his hands while he spoke. “Lost my marbles from the horror of all this. Plus
all the radiation, of course. Crazy to be out here again, cooking my noodle in
a gamma ray soup. Just goddamned crazy.”


“Radiation?” Ram said. “What does radiation have to do
with anything?”


Milena stepped forward, cutting off the doctor again. “It
is time you are taken to Disclosure.” 


“Disclosure?” Ram said. “About what?”


He had to charge now, quickly. He looked down at the
doctor, willing himself to flatten the old bastard. 


“Don’t even think about it,” the doctor said, looking him
square in the eye and speaking calmly. “We can read your neurotransmitters and
hormones like a book, Rama. Like a transparent book, I might add.”


Ram hesitated. 


“You wouldn’t get far,” Milena said. “It’s not just the
doctor with a paralysis button. There are cameras watching your every move. Even
then, we have Marines here who would stop you well before you could do any real
damage.”


“I wasn’t going to do anything,” Ram said, looking
between them. “I wasn’t, honestly.”


They ignored him. 


Dr. Fo placed a hand on Milena’s lovely shoulder. “Look after
him, my dear.”


“Of course,” she said. “Better than anyone.”


The doctor looked up at Ram. “I fear I shall see you in
here again rather soon. Nevertheless, I wish you the very best of luck.”


Ram just stared at him, frozen by the insanity of it all.
He still wasn’t sure that he was truly awake. If he had to guess, he’d say he
was experiencing a locked-in Avar Psychosis. 


Whatever the truth, he sensed that he had lost the initiative
and in his heart, he doubted whether he ever would have been able to crush a
kindly doctor anyway. Even if the mad old bastard had cut off his body.


“Rama Seti,” Milena commanded as she strode for the door.
“Follow me.”


 


 
















 


4. MISSION #1


 


I have full control of a powerful new body, Ram thought
as he stepped into the corridor. He decided to bide his time and wait for an
opportunity to escape to present itself. They might be bluffing about the
knock-out switch and the Marines.


Anyway, he really wanted to find out why he was there at
all.


The door slid shut with a slight hiss and a soft pop as
the air sealed in place. A stenciled design on the door said B3 RECOVERY SUITE
1. 


“Come on,” Milena said and headed down the corridor. 


Walking just a few steps required a level of
concentration that gave him a steady ache in the temples. His new body might
not have been ready for violence after all. The glare from the white ceramic
tiles on the floor, ceiling and walls did not help his mental state. Diffused
green light came through latticed aircon illumination strips between the tiles
low down and a bluish-white light filtered through higher up on the wall and
ceiling. A lame yet effective attempt to make indoor spaces mimic natural
daylight that featured in municipal and government buildings.


And yet he was walking. Moving under his own power, in a
giant, powerful body. A body like an Avar avatar. The fact of it felt pretty
great. He wished he could see himself in his skin-tight gray shorts and vest.
On his feet, he wore these little, flexible gray shoes that gripped the tiles remarkably
well. They were like rock climbers’ shoes, he thought and wondered how long
they would last if he had to make his escape through a desert environment or in
a jungle.


“Are you really going to give me answers now?” Ram said,
the top of his head a few centimeters from the ceiling. 


“The truth, yes,” Milena said, stopping at another door
that said B3 CONSULTATION ROOM 4. It slid up, revealing a small room. Before
she went in, she squinted up at him. “How are you feeling right now?”


“Fine,” Ram said, trying not to think of escaping.


“I’m going to increase your dopamine uptake a little,”
she said, tapping on her screen. “It will make you more docile.”


“No, don’t,” Ram said, anger flaring. “Honestly, I’m
fine.” A wave of contentment overcame him and he sighed, losing his train of
thought. 


“Come on,” she said and he followed her into the room,
ducking beneath the top of the doorway to peer inside.


A scrawny young man sat at a desk beneath a large, blank
screen up on the wall. Milena walked in and took a seat. Ram stepped through
the door, bending at the waist and holding onto the frame so that he did not
fall over. The door slid closed behind him and Ram stood in the doorway. 


“Rama,” the scrawny man said, turning about in his chair.
“My name's Diego. I'm part of the UNOP Mission Four Intel Team and I am your
designated information liaison officer. Right now, my job will be to brief you
on what you need to know about Mission Four and the Orb Arena Project. I’m the
context provider, okay? So for now, my man, take it easy. Sit back, relax,
watch this movie.”


“Sit here,” Milena said, pushing a mechanical button on
the wall and a shelf-like seat slid out, big enough for his ass to perch on
with room left over. Ram sat his vast bulk against it and held on. He did not trust
his control over his body, yet.


Ram looked down at the man called Diego, trying to be
casual about his examination. He was gaunt, quite small and Ram thought he
could probably take the guy as a hostage with more ease than he could the woman
called Milena. Maybe it was his cultural prejudice that made him hesitate to
harm a woman but it was more the fact that she seemed like a fighter. He bet
that if he grabbed her she would gouge his eyes out or yank a chemical spray
out from her pants or something and mess him up. She had the lean musculature
of someone well used to physical fitness. Trying to hold on to her lean body
while she raged would be difficult. 


The information liaison officer, though, looked like a
little nerd. And Rama felt comfortable with little nerds. He knew enough of
them in Avar to know that they were mostly physical cowards. Yeah, he thought
he should probably take the little African guy as his hostage. 


Just as soon as he got some answers. 


The black screen up on the wall that Diego and Milena
were staring at was not actually blank. The white specks were stars. A single star
right in the center grew larger and larger until it resolved itself into a
small white disk. The other two in the room with him were staring at it without
speaking, as if it was somehow fascinating. Their silence was almost
reverential. It kept growing, starting to fill the screen.


“What is that?” Rama asked, leaning forward. “Is it flat
or is it three-dimensional? There’s no way to assess the scale.”


Diego grinned over his shoulder. “This thing is four
thousand meters in diameter. Your file said you prefer Imperial measurements. That’s
like two and a half miles. Are you American? We have a few Americans here.”


“I’m not American,” Ram said, still looking at the thing
on the screen. “I understand Imperial measurements because my idiot father is a
Rajist. He thinks India was only great under British rule three-hundred years
ago and they want to take things back to that. You’d think an engineer would
know better. This is four kilometers in diameter, so an asteroid? A small moon,
maybe?”


Diego laughed and pointed at the screen. “This thing,
man, ain't nothing natural. Watch this.”


He tapped a pad on his desk and the image grew again, gradually.
The resolution slowly improved. 


“These images were taken from our first probe, the Hanno
Mission, back in 2055,” Diego said. “See, the Orb was discovered out beyond the
orbit of Neptune. And in case you don't know, that's a long way. That old probe
was ninety-nine percent propulsion system by mass. The rest of it was
imagining, sensing and transmission equipment. You see, we don't know how long
it was out there because it's not in orbit around the Sun, as such. It is
holding position, relative to the Sun and the thing can change its outer hull
from completely black, which is its normal state, all the way to a mirror shine
like you see in these images here. We only saw it when the Orb began signaling
us. It's not just able to change the surface reflectivity but actually to emit
radiation in the visual and other wavelengths, flashing out coded signals for
years. It was saying that it was artificial and we thought it was telling us to
come visit. When the probe arrived, the images we resolved were astonishing. As
you can see, it is a perfect sphere. And it can emit tight bands of radiation
in the visual spectrum, blue to red light and into ultraviolet and infrared.
When the probe arrived they were expecting a hatch to open on the Orb and for
little gray men to wave the probe onboard.”


“Wait a second,” Rama said, looking between Diego, Milena
and the screen on the wall. “This is insane. I know all about this. I've seen
conspiracy theory shows about this, read about it. The Alien Space Station
conspiracy theory. Yeah, out at the edge of the Solar System. I've seen movies
about this, I've even played an Avar on that thing, there was this deathmatch
horror hybrid set on an alien space station orbiting Pluto. Some of my team
were convinced it was a real thing, they’d send me blurry pictures and
recordings of people saying they’d seen the aliens that built it, there’s all
this hacked data. Whole communities in Avar constantly talk about this. And
you’re trying to tell me that all that bullshit, all that alien conspiracy
theory stuff, it's all real?”


Diego shrugged. “A lot of that theory is speculation,
extrapolation based on incomplete data and ends up pretty much wildly
incorrect. But sure people know about it. You know, this Project has been a
worldwide effort for decades, over a hundred years since the Orb was
discovered. Tens of thousands of people, at least, have had Full Disclosure over
that time. Hundreds of thousands have worked on the project directly and
millions have worked on it indirectly. Billions, probably, when you think about
it, how our global, system-wide goal has been increasingly focused on the Orb
Project. The Project is managed under the United Nations. In fact, you might
say that the United Nations has only made it through the last century because
of the Orb Project. The United Nations as an organization exists now almost
entirely in order to run the Orb Project.”


Rama ran one of his massive, synthetically grown hands
over his bony face. “Billions of people have worked on this? I don’t
understand, how can that be possible? You guys are lying to me, right?”


“Thousands of companies have been contracted to supply
goods and services over hundreds of years. Engineers have designed components
for equipment, weapons, ships. Our explosion of human exploration of the solar
system and everything that supports those efforts has been driven by the Orb
Project. There's no way to keep something of this magnitude quiet. Today,
millions of people, like your friends, are totally convinced the Orb exists.
And it’s an easy thing to believe, I mean, there are authentic images of it.
Imaging from the observatories on Mars and the Moon. Private space telescope
images, radio telescope recordings of the communications. Testimonials from
people that worked on the project that you’ve seen. We've had elected officials
and even heads of state talk publicly about it over the last hundred years and
that’s probably some of the stuff your buddies sent you.”


“I can’t believe this. How can it possibly be so
ridiculed? I mean, I never really looked into it much, I just figured it was
another one of those things like the scare stories about Avar or AI or Artificial
Persons. Why doesn’t everyone know about it, why isn’t it openly admitted to,
it doesn’t make sense.”


“You’re right. Most governments and corporations have
standing policies to deny it or they just keep quiet about it and so most
normal people, like yourself, assume it's the crazy UFO nutjobs playing make
believe again.”


“UFOs are real too?”


“No,” Diego said, chuckling. “Come on, man, no way. Look,
the Hanno Probe arrived in orbit around the Orb in 2055 and we broadcast
welcome messages to it. We broadcast stuff like we come in peace, we are
earthlings. We showed them images of life on earth. Crazy, right? Even though
they had absolutely no reason to think it, they were convinced the aliens would
be peaceful.” Diego laughed. “They were so naïve back then it’s painful. But
the idiots had their preconceptions confirmed. Because then the Orb replied. In
English.”


Ram looked at Milena then back to Diego. “Come on.”


Diego grinned. “Seriously. It learned enough of our
languages from our broadcasts and presumably already had decades of TV, radio,
communications traffic to learn our languages.”


“What did it sound like?” Ram said. “Can I hear it?”


“Oh, it didn’t use sound, it used our own optical
communications transmission frequencies to beam encoded messages back to us in
the same digitally encoded format as we were sending to each other through the
Deep Space Optical Communications Network. They thought the probe was malfunctioning
until they realized what was going on. What it was saying.”


“And?”


“It said.” Diego paused for dramatic effect. “Send.
Humans.”


“It did not say that,” Ram said, all thought of escape
gone for the moment. All he wanted was to find out more, find out everything
about this.


Diego chuckled. “The guys running the project back then
just about shit themselves inside out.”


“I can imagine,” Ram said. He turned to Milena. “Did that
Orb really say that?”


Milena nodded. “It has broadcast a lot more to us since.”


“Woah, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Diego said,
scowling at her before continued his story. “That was when they decided to
launch Mission Zero. I mean, we only started calling it that later but it was
the first manned mission to the Orb. Even before the probe proved beyond doubt
what they were dealing with, our predecessors were already building engines,
ship hulls and reactors like crazy. There were militaries involved back then,
even before we found out what it was all about, and they were preparing for an
invasion. Ships were being constructed in orbit before the probe had crossed
Jupiter's orbit. As soon as the proof came through then the first ship was
constructed specifically to carry a crew out there. Those guys on Mission Zero
accepted it could be a one-way trip but they were willing to sacrifice
themselves for the good of the species. A bunch of heroes, just like us.”


“In fact,” Milena said, cutting in. “The Mission Zero
crew had a number of stated reasons. Duty, adventure. Most of the crew went in
order to meet an alien lifeform in person. They wanted to be the first and they
wanted to be remembered for all of human history. And they just wanted to meet
an alien.”


“Yeah,” Rama said, imagining it. “Sounds amazing.”


“Something went wrong,” Diego said. “Still never totally
clear what but there was a malfunction and an explosion that wrecked the ship,
including the comms equipment. The crew was killed before they got near the
Orb. The human crew that is. In order to minimize risk, there was a complement
of Artificial Persons. No one knows how but those Artificial Persons completed
the mission. They performed the deceleration maneuver and the orbital
insertion. Incredible, really. The story of it got out and helped to accelerate
the whole pro-human, anthropocentric crazies and the pro-Artificial Person
terrorists. They were supposed to be incapable of so much as scratching their
asses without precise instructions but the Artificial Persons actually repaired
the comms and docked their shuttle with the Orb before their biological clocks
gave up. And then the Orb beamed a message to the Zero ship. It said you passed
the test. Now come back in thirty years. Come back in thirty years with your chosen
representative and if they are worthy, you will receive great gifts of
knowledge.”


“Holy shit, great gifts of knowledge from an alien race?”
Ram sighed. “What about the aliens, did the Artificial Persons meet them?”


Diego shook his head. “The Orb was apparently unoccupied
at that time. But we had made it there, that was the main thing.”


“But… what the hell? After we sent a manned mission
beyond Neptune the aliens just told us to send someone else?”


Diego grinned. “These were all tests, man. Every step,
every stage. What’s thirty years to an all-powerful alien race? Maybe they live
for thousands of years, I mean, they probably do, right? These tests the Orb
was putting us through? It was to see if our civilization was capable of making
the trip first of all. And when we could, I guess we triggered the start of the
Arena System for humanity.”


“Why thirty years?”


“This is the cycle. It is not exactly thirty years. It’s
ten thousand seven-hundred and fifty days. Our predecessors spent a long time
translating what it was beaming at us through the ship’s systems. The language
and the coding used by the Orb were far from perfect, okay, it was using our
systems but finding common meaning in language is difficult even for the Orb
Builders. So our guys back then in 2079, they had to decode what it was telling
us. And of course, it was our own cultural assumptions that led to our first
great error.”


“Show him,” Milena said, sighing. “Just show him.”


Diego pulled up video of a dignified young gentleman with
neat gray hair, dressed in a dark suit and crisp white shirt and tie standing
in a wood paneled room with Earth sunlight streaming in through huge windows on
one side. He faced the camera, addressing an unseen audience but there was no
sound on the video. There were men and women behind him in military dress
uniforms.


“Okay, so, you can imagine the meetings,” Diego said,
spreading his hands and settling back into his seat. “The Orb told us to return
with our chosen representative and maybe get this great gift of knowledge.
Almost certainly the most significant opportunity in our history, right? So
who, out of all of humanity, should be chosen to represent us? You see, the Orb
instructed that in ten thousand days we send the very best of us. Well, how do
we decide on the criteria for selecting who is the best of us? What is it about
humanity that we want to show off? Presumably, we needed someone strong,
decisive and yet empathic and compassionate. Communication skills were
absolutely top priority. The scientists in the early Project pushed real hard
for it to be a scientist. Someone who would be able to converse fluently in the
language of the universe. You know, mathematics.” Diego snorted. “They wanted
someone who could talk about the molecular weights of elements as if they were
ordering in a Chinese restaurant. But the scientists were drowned out by the
corporate leaders who demanded they choose. After all, they paid for half of
it, right? The politicians pulled rank on everyone as they had the tax dollars
of billions of people plus the licenses to print money.”


“For the love of God, leave off with your political
nonsense,” Milena said. “Get on with it.”


Diego laughed. “Alright, so, months of arguing, horse trading
and everything but everyone could compromise on the fact that it was a
diplomatic mission. So, pick a diplomat. But what world-bestriding ambassador
or negotiator would be willing to, effectively, give up the rest of his life in
return for this great honor? Well, lots of them were on the table but this was
the one they chose.” Diego leaned forward and tapped the image of the man on
it.


“Who is he?” Ram asked. 


“Malcolm Diaz. American. Incredibly accomplished, started
out a political scientist, came up with a revolutionary approach in Cooperation
Theory pretty much right before he started employing it on the world stage. U.S.
Ambassador to Indonesia during some rebellion, then at the U.N. negotiating a
peace treaty in the Balkans. I don’t even know all that he did but the Project
decided this is the guy we want representing humanity. I've seen footage of
this guy destroying his opponents in debates, on all kinds of topics. He could work
a crowd but he always made the argument about more than winning the debate. He
would destroy the opponent, entertain the audience and also inform everyone
listening, make you see the whole topic through fresh eyes. The guy was a
legend by the time he was thirty. And, in a tragic but suspiciously handy turn
of fate, his wife and daughter had died in a helicopter crash outside Geneva. Bit
of a coincidence, right?”


“They didn’t kill his family just so he would take the
job,” Milena said. 


“Oh no?” Diego said, raising his eyebrows. “You think we
abandoned ethics after Diaz not before? Maybe you’re right. Either way, he had
no family to leave behind so Diaz was perfect. And why was he perfect again?
Well, there's no diplomatic situation he can't talk his way through. He's the
greatest communicator on Earth, okay?”


“You're building up to something,” Ram said. “I can
tell.”


Diego moved the footage on and it showed the diplomat
Malcolm Diaz with a large group of uniformed men and women walking through a
dark corridor, lit by the cameras and other bobbing torches the people carried.



“That’s Diaz and the Mission One crew boarding the Orb,”
Milena said.


“He had a tough trip,” Ram said.


“It took nineteen years back then,” Milena said. “Mission
One left Earth orbit in 2090. They arrived at the Orb in 2109. It was rough on
all of them.”


“They’re walking normally,” Ram pointed out. “It’s not
microgravity on the Orb.”


“The gravity there is approximately 0.9G,” Diego said.
“We spin our ships at two revs per minute or so to replicate that force but the
Orb doesn't spin and we don't know how it creates the effect. Considering what
else it’s capable of, that doesn’t seem like so much of a big deal.”


The feed was cut together from many cameras on the heads
of the crew members. The corridors were silvered but dark, like black glass. It
was difficult to make out what was being shown on the screen. The lights from
the crew illuminated the backs of the heads but not much beyond. They bobbed as
they walked through the corridors inside the Orb. They appeared to enter a
square chamber of some kind. One wall was semi-transparent. 


The heads stopped moving and the crew busied themselves
setting up equipment, talking in hushed tones about what the aliens would be
like and how they would communicate. 


The talking stopped as a single chime sounded on the Orb.
The crew looked up.


Ram held his breath. 


“Let’s just skip through this bit,” Diego said, clearing
his throat and sighing, wafting a hand as he spoke. “The Orb chimes three times
to let you know it’s time. That wall fades and turns into a door. There’s a
Zeta Line test where the Orb stops anyone going through the smokescreen with a
weapon. We’ll get to all that stuff later.”


Even the Intel Officer seemed tense and he was watching
events from ninety years ago that he had seen before. Diego clicked through the
footage until the aged Malcolm Diaz stood alone in a vast chamber. 


Above, the ceiling arched over in a dome shape. It was like
a half a bowl. Other than Diaz, it was empty. The light came from everywhere,
diffused and evenly lit. 


From the viewpoint of the camera, filming behind Diaz,
Ram could only just make out the far side of that chamber. 


“Why’s it so blurry?” Ram whispered. 


“There’s a force field,” Diego said. “The section of wall
between Diaz and the crew? It’s a plasma of some sort, we call it the
smokescreen but we don’t know what it is really. A window that can’t be broken
by anyone inside or out.”


“It’s empty other than Diaz,” Ram said. “Where are the
aliens? They didn’t say hello when the crew boarded the Orb?”


Diego pointed at the screen just as the crewmembers on it
noticed something. 


A shape. A smear of color on the far side. It was
hundreds of meters away from the camera but it was moving. Pale, yellow, on the
dark background. 


“An alien,” Ram said. 


Milena nodded. “Our enemy.”


 


 
















 


5. ANSWERS


 


Ram decided that he would find out everything that these
people had to tell him, he would let it play out. If they were trolling him
then it was the most involved, sophisticated scam he’d ever heard of. Either
way, he wanted to see what happened to the ambassador on the screen. Then he
would take action. 


 “I suppose that is my cue,” Diaz said in the replay,
half turning to the camera behind him. “Well, Captain Andrews, thank you and
your crew for delivering me here. I only hope I can do my job as well as you
all did yours.”


The captain gave a little laugh over the comms. “It has
been the greatest honor of my life bringing you here, sir. Tell them howdy from
us.”


The crew members laughed and Diaz squared his shoulders
and strolled out farther into the vast space. 


He had a long way to walk into the middle. Ram wanted to
know how far it was but he did not want to break the spell by speaking. Even
though the footage was a hundred years old, he felt almost as though he was
there. Why had the people in charge of these events hidden such a profoundly
important moment in human history? It was outrageous. Telling humanity what was
out there in the galaxy, at the edges of their own system, in fact, might have
stimulated millions or billions of people to be more engaged in the world. So
many people had taken refuge in the shared dreamspace of Avar where you could
live out any fantasy you wanted but if they knew what was out there, they might
be doing great things in the real world instead. Ram might have become an
engineer, like his father, if he’d known he could be building giant spaceships
for meeting with aliens. 


The crewmembers mounted larger cameras while Diaz walked
toward the alien and the edited feed jumped up in quality. The cameras were
trained on the growing yellow shape and they zoomed in. 


“That's incredible,” the Mission One crew said to each
other as the image resolved on screen. 


“There it is,” an awed voice muttered. 


“What is it?” another voice said before someone else
hushed them into silence. 


Zooming in past Diaz to the far side, an image resolved
itself. 


It was a circle. A wheel, rather. The shape of the alien
was that of a thick, squat wheel with six spokes. Two long arms stuck out from
the hub at the center perpendicular to the legs. A three-clawed hand flexed at
the end of each arm.


It rolled toward Diaz. Lumbering. 


“Six legs, you see?” Diego said, his voice tightly
controlled. “Each leg ends in a large, flat, prehensile pad. The pads fit
together almost without a gap between them to form the rim of the wheel shape.”


Diaz got closer, smaller and smaller and the alien got
larger. The perspective seemed wrong. 


“How,” Ram started. “How big is it?”


“Two point eight meters in diameter,” Diego said. 


“It must be twice as tall as Diaz,” Ram said. He knew
that 2.8 meters was over 9 feet. 


Milena nodded.


Diego said nothing. 


Out in the middle of that vast alien dome, Diaz drew to a
stop.


The alien kept coming.


The two arms rolled over and over, sticking out from the central
hub. Huge, long, knobbled arms ending in three-pronged hands. They stuck out to
both sides, rolling over and over, with the legs and central hub closing in on
Diaz.


“Greetings,” Diaz intoned, his powerful voice picked up
clearly on his internal microphone. “I am Ambassador Malcolm Diaz and I am here
representing humanity, which is my species and for my planet, which is called
Earth, and all the lifeforms that we share it with.”


The alien did not stop.


Ram found that he was chewing the nails of his new hands
and he yanked his finger out of his mouth. He literally did not know where that
finger had been. 


On the screen, the alien did not slow down. Diaz’ mic
picked up the soft thump-thump-thump of the alien’s feet on the black tiles
getting louder as it cartwheeled toward him. The size of the thing was undeniable,
now, bearing down on Earth’s ambassador, a monster twice his height, many times
his weight, with the long arms twirling and the hub seemingly without eyes,
without a mouth or any features at all other than lumpen sockets where the
limbs met the hub. 


Diaz tensed. Took a step back, then another. 


“What is it-” Ram started.


The alien accelerated the final few meters, charging
Diaz. Faster than seemed possible. 


Diaz seemed fit for an old guy but the ambassador barely
had time to flinch and turn half back to the way he’d come before the yellow
alien was on him. It leaned to one side, pivoting just as it reached the human.



One of the long arms slammed into Diaz, smashing straight
down into his head and chest with incredible force. 


The blow was fast, powerful and it happened so fast it
was hard to make out. Diaz snapped in half at the spine even before his legs
buckled. The man's chest exploded with the impact. Bright blood sprayed through
the air in an arcing mist of red. His head was just gone. 


The alien spun, turned, rolled back and smacked into the
body again. It leaned over and slammed and slapped Diaz's remains against the
floor a little while longer, gathering smashed parts to break further into
pieces. Diaz' body was obliterated further with every blow. Shredded strips of
Diaz’ clothes hung sodden with chunks of flesh as the blood-splattered creature
flailed into the gore, flinging it everywhere.


After a few moments, the blood spattered alien turned and
rolled back the way it had come. Its footpads slapping wetly into the tiles as
it went. Ram could just about see it left a trail of blood, a chain of oval
footprints of shining red.


The crew members were screaming, in shock, in terror, in
rage. The captain shouted at them to be quiet and gave the order to arm
themselves with weapons from the armory.


Diego cut the footage. 


“What happened then?” Ram said, letting out the breath
he'd been holding. His new hands had been grasping the edge of the seat beneath
him as if his life depended on it. “Did they attack the alien?”


“It was pointless,” Diego said. “They would never have
made it through the smokescreen with weapons, the Orb doesn’t allow that, only
organic material plus a little bit of tech, the extent of which we call the
Zeta Line. Anyway, after the alien rolled away, the Orb did that three pips
thing again, the three chimes? The smokescreen opened, the crew went in, some
of the crazy ones looking for a fight. But the alien was gone, the arena was
empty. They scooped up as much as they could of poor old Malcolm Diaz and then
the Orb directed them back to their shuttle. It opened up the shuttle bay, they
went back to their vessel and the ship was free to leave.”


“What the fuck,” Ram said, remembering to breathe. “What
was that? The aliens just let them go? What the hell was the point of all
that?”


Diego nodded, pursing his lips. “The Orb seemed satisfied
with how everything had played out. Like you, our guys thought they’d been
attacked, ambushed, that they’d been tricked and that war had been declared on
us. But the Orb didn’t seem concerned. It said to come back in thirty years and
try again. It said that the other alien had won its gifts and next time we
could win some of our own. I'm paraphrasing. The communication between our
people and the Orb has always required varying amounts of computation before we
could get close to what it was actually telling us. Although we're all
learning. It and us, so that our AIs can translate almost right away with what
we think is over ninety percent accuracy. But back then, as the ship headed
home, the Orb began broadcasting more detail than we ever had before. Spilling
the beans about the galactic civilization that it represents.”


“An intelligent alien civilization?” Rama said, head reeling.
“Those yellow cartwheel monsters?”


Diego shook his head. “No. Here’s the thing you have to
understand. The Orb was not built by the Wheelhunters.”


“There’s two alien civilizations?”


“What we didn’t show you just now was telescopic images
of the Wheelhunter starship arriving at the Orb two days or so after Mission
One went into orbit around it. There was some kind of electromagnetic and
gravitational disturbance tens of thousands of kilometers from the Orb, and
then they picked up radiation emissions and the Mission One ship telescopes
picked it up.”


The screen flicked on, showing a dot that grew, in time-accelerated
footage, to show a large ship in space.


The design was not one he’d seen before but it was
recognizably a spaceship. Longer than it was wide, with engines at the rear but
flatter than a human ship. It was more like some monstrous, chunky airplane
design. It looked awesome, Ram thought.


“The creature that killed Diaz was the representative of
an alien species that the Orb had invited, just as it had invited us. Only, the
Wheelhunters come from another star system and the Orb brought them to ours.”


“It was a competition,” Ram said. “Right? Us and them,
the yellow guys.” He paused. “What does it mean? Wheelhunters? What do
they hunt?”


“Us,” Diego said. “In the arena. But it’s not an official
designation. First off, they called it XB-001, which is kind of cool but pretty
boring. And the UNOP biologists argued about the name, what taxonomy they
should use for it. Some people said it could be included in a new domain or
kingdom but others went insane over the suggestion. You think Marines and
martial artists are crazy, you should see biologists fighting. Anyway, while
they were screaming at each other that it was xenopoda rotaeflava or Orb
Station Zero Xenobiological Species 001, someone in the Project started calling
them Wheelhunters, or just Wheelers and the name seems to have stuck.”


“So the Orb Station is not built by the yellow aliens,
the Wheelhunters,” Ram said. “So, why are they there? Did they take it over? Or
is it some sort of symbiotic relationship between the two of them?”


“Not bad guesses. But it’s not just two species we’re
ultimately dealing with here, Rama. There are many intelligent species in our
galaxy creating a vast interconnected network of civilizations. A true galactic
civilization. They are all in contact with each other through the Orbs. And we
were being invited to join that galactic network. The strange thing was that
they had this specific method of interaction. We didn't understand it at first.
It made no sense to us, a hundred years ago, our global culture back then had
become obsessed with deemphasizing warfare as a means for resolving
disagreements.”


“What is it really, then?”


“Imagine this galactic culture which is made up of these
alien species that have evolved on worlds separated by lightyears and by
millennia. They must have wildly different physiologies, totally unique cultures,
languages. And yet they managed to survive alongside one another. At least,
they had a way of formalizing their differences. Of giving them an outlet, a
safety valve. The way they keep the peace, out there across the galaxy, is to
hold ritualized but deadly combat between individuals from each of the races.
And we don’t yet know who the Orb Builders are because they haven’t shown
themselves yet but what it has told us is that the Orbs facilitate everything.
They are the nexus of that multi-civilization galactic network. There are Orbs
in solar systems all over our galaxy, communicating, providing wormhole travel
between systems. And hosting formalized combat between the civilizations. The
one in the Sol System was given the designation Orb Station Zero. You know how
military types like to start counting with zero, right? Well, we expect that
humanity, if we manage to compete and win these combats, will be coming across
a whole bunch of these Orbs, one in every habitable system, maybe. A galactic
civilization, with us as full participants. That’s the dream, anyway.”


Diego finished and stared at Ram. 


Milena, too, looked at him with what was either complete
sincerity or the best poker face in history. 


Was it some kind of test of his credulity? It was
ludicrous, completely, but he had just seen the replay and it had been
convincing yet he still wondered if he wasn’t being trolled. It was surely the
more likely situation. Even though he couldn’t imagine why anyone would go to
the trouble of trolling him so completely. 


They were waiting for Ram’s response. 


“You can’t be serious about all this.”


Milena and Diego both nodded. 


“We'd been misunderstanding the situation right from the
start. They weren’t asking us to send an ambassador,” Diego said, leaning
forward. “They were telling us to send Earth's champion.”


 


 
















 


6. SUBJECTS


 


The doctor had said Ram was good at dealing with trauma
but he didn't know how anyone could come to that conclusion.


Ram had never experienced any. Not really. 


When you’re secluded in your home, there’s nothing that
can really trouble you. He had dropped out of school as soon as he started
making money from Avar. After starting his own co-op a few years later, he had
barely left his apartment. Even before then, when he was a child he had moved
home just a couple times in his life. The first time was when they bulldozed
his parent’s suburban house for the New Delhi Spaceport. 


Luckily, his parents had moved far enough that the Seti
family weren’t vaporized in a 4,000 degrees kelvin fireball when, three months
later, the shuttle for the Colony Ship Gandhi went down on launch and
destroyed a quarter of the city. That had been a trauma of a sort but mainly he
felt relief for himself and contempt for the idiots in the government who had
decided that placing the world’s third largest spaceport next to a city was a
good idea.


Rama was not sure he had ever left his apartment after he
moved into it by himself. 


But why would you? Everything you could possibly want could
be delivered to your door. He earned his living entirely in-Avar. All his
friends were in-Avar and always had been and he did all his socializing,
learning and playing there, too. Whenever he wanted to visit somewhere in the
world he could project himself to anywhere that had the setup. Every lecture
theater and tourist attraction was available, for a fee, and you could see it
all, hear it all as if you were really there, but without any crowds spoiling
the view.


Ram was in Avar all the time and studies showed that
virtual experience was practically as good for you as the real thing.


And what was that real thing, anyway? Outside his front
door was nothing but millions of polluted, coughing assholes and urban bullshit
for miles in every direction. Beyond that? A billion and a half Indian
lunatics. And Indians were sane compared to the rest of the world.


No thank you.


Ram stayed safe inside his apartment, experiencing
everything Earth and the Solar System had to offer in perfect safety. That was
saying nothing of the endlessly rich game worlds that he and his cooperative
played in, competed in, killed and fucked in. And that was the way he intended
to live for the rest of his life. 


Ram realized he was holding his head in his hands. 


One thing he knew, staring at his enormous legs in their
stretchy shorts, was that his new goal was just to make it out alive. Whether
it was all true or not, these people were crazy. If they were trolling him,
they were beyond nuts. Who knew what their purpose actually was, his actual
life might be in danger.


And if they were telling the truth, well, then he was in
real trouble.


“Let me get this straight,” Ram said, without looking up.
“You recruited me, abducted me, to be trained for a mission. A mission to fight
aliens?”


Diego shrugged. “Only one alien.”


Milena nodded. “This Mission, this Project is focused
entirely on finding humanity's greatest champion and delivering them to that
Orb.”


“And you wanted me?”


Milena stood. “You've seen enough for the time being. The
other subjects will fill you in on the rest. And you and I will have regular
sessions from now on so any questions you have you can ask me. You'll move into
the ludus and then your training will begin. First, you need to meet the
Director and Chief Exec.”


Milena opened the door and Ram stood, carefully holding
on to the edge of his seat and then to the wall and door frame. He couldn’t
believe how tall he was. He could feel the potential of his enormous strength
and it terrified and excited him.


“Thanks,” he said to Diego. 


“No problem,” Diego said, spreading his hands and leaning
back in his chair. “Listen, good luck, okay? You just be careful in the ludus
with the other subjects. They're crazy, man. They're all crazy. You watch
yourself with them. They're not Avar gamers. They're stone cold psychotics and
lunatics. They're killers. You just stay safe, be nice and submissive to
everybody, alright? Everybody. Survive your first few weeks at least and maybe
they’ll let you make it through to the end of the line, you never know.”


“Alright, Diego, that's enough,” Milena snapped from the
corridor. “Let's go, Ram.”


The door slid shut behind him and Ram followed Milena
along the corridor, the gently curving floor curling up to the door at the far
end.


He watched the way she strode forward, her rubber-soled
boots squeaking every few steps or so. Her trousers clung to the top and sides
of her perfectly formed ass. Ram stared until he remembered she could measure
his hormones then flicked his eyes up to the ceiling scrolling past above him.


“You’re taking me to the Director, right?” Ram said,
clearing his throat. “I assumed this was a military project but if you have a
director not a colonel or a general or whatever then I guess you’re a private
company?”


“In a way,” Milena said over her shoulder, flicking her
thick dark hair. “We offer an enormously high-risk investment, without
dividends or chance of payoff for decades or perhaps centuries.”


“Doesn't sound very attractive,” Ram said. Strangely, the
floor of the corridor was slightly arched, running down toward the center and
then up again at the far end where there was a closed door. “Are you a
cooperative? Something this big has to be a consortium of cooperatives, right?
Where are we? This place is underground, isn’t it. Am I still in India?”


Milena stopped at the door at the far end of the corridor
with the words DIRECTOR ZUMA on it.


“You are not in India,” she said. 


“How big is this facility?” Ram said. “Are we in China?”


“I will let the Director explain,” Milena said. “If she
chooses to.”


Ram was about to ask what was going on when the wall
section before him drew up into the ceiling, revealing a room beyond.


It was not the antiseptic white of the hospital room but
an ornate and antiquated study, like you would find in an English-style country
home. 


He followed Milena into that plush room with a huge
antique looking desk in the center. A bookshelf filled the rear wall with
old-fashioned books jammed into them every which way. There was even
wall-to-wall carpet in a deep, subtle mauve under the legs of the chairs.


Strangely, the furniture was all bolted to the floor and
the shelves had strips holding the books in place, as if someone was afraid
they would escape. 


A beaming, middle-aged woman, stood up from her
leather-bound chair behind the desk. She wore black military fatigues and a woolen
hat, her tight, black dreadlocks curled up behind. 


“I am Director Zuma,” she said, in a powerful but finely
controlled voice. “You are Rama Seti and I am very pleased to meet you. I would
come round there and shake your hand but I don’t yet trust your self-control.
May I present Chief Executive Zhukov.”


Zhukov was a tough-looking older man in a gray business
suit, standing stiff as a board in the corner of the room by a dark brown
antique table with an old, 3D model of Mars on top. Zhukov had small blue eyes,
a big nose and square head. He looked like someone who could commit a murder
and then sit down to enjoy a five-star meal.


“Mr. Seti,” Chief Executive Zhukov said, speaking English
the same as everyone else in the base yet his accent was so profoundly Russian,
Ram had to concentrate to understand his meaning. “It is gratifying that you
survived the procedures.”


“Thanks,” Rama said. “I’m pretty gratified, too.”


“Milena, please take a seat,” Director Zuma said and sat
back down in the creaking leather chair behind her desk. 


Zhukov was neither offered nor took a seat for himself
and Ram was left standing in the center of the room, looking down on everyone. 


The Director leaned forward on her desk. “I believe you
tend to go by Ram with your friends. May I call you Ram?”


“Are you kidding?” Rama said. 


“Ram it is,” Director Zuma said, inclining her head a
fraction. “And I understand your anger. I wanted to meet you right away, hoping
to help you transition to your full and willing engagement with the Project.
And as our Chief Executive says, we are awfully glad that you survived the
transplantation. We need you.”


Zhukov grunted, a sound meant to convey his contempt for
Zuma's words. Director Zuma, however, paid the man no attention.


“That’s what I still don’t understand. I’m nobody.”


“I beg to differ,” Zuma said. “You are precisely what we
need.”


“I know my emotional state is being chemically
manipulated to keep me docile but this all seems crazy. I'm not exactly
qualified for fighting, am I. At least, I wasn't. Before you grafted me on this
giant body. I have no experience in saving humanity.”


Zuma pursed her lips. “I agree that at first glance, it
may first seem like you are an unusual choice. But I have high hopes for what
you can do for us. All of us. High hopes indeed.”


“I believe,” said Chief Executive Zhukov, talking over
the end of Zuma's sentence, “that your admission into the Project for what will
be a minimal return on investment is a waste of time, attention and resources.
However, we had a recent fatality and Director Zuma has called in the last of
her favors in order to activate you, hoping to make the best of this situation.
Although the Director and I disagree about your presence here, I am willing to
give her this last chance to prove that the course of action she has steered us
on is the correct one. If she is wrong, she will have to consider her
position.”


Director Zuma nodded, seemingly unconcerned.


“I think I’ve worked it out,” Ram said, looking back and
forth between them. “This is a mental institution.”


“You feel uncomfortable at us expressing ourselves
openly. Let me explain,” Zhukov said. “We practice a policy of the fullest
possible disclosure here at the Project and particularly during this mission. Honesty,
both professional and personal, is the greatest benefit for delivery of
successful practical outcomes. The nature of the Project leads us to think in
terms of secrecy, deceit and competition. It is inevitable that these modes of
thinking bleed into the day-to-day work of the Project. My policy of openness
and transparency counteracts those destructive tendencies. Do you not agree,
Director Zuma?”


“I have doubts,” Zuma said. “My opinion is that we
already give up most of our freedoms and I suspect morale would improve if we
allowed interpersonal deception to be practiced more widely, as it is in normal
society but I continue to adhere to the policy to present a united management
structure for our heads of department and their teams.”


“Seeing as you guys are into telling the truth, can you
tell me what my cooperative has been told about where I am?” Ram said. “And my
parents? Because my co-op relies on me, completely, for arranging practice and
competitions. Oh, we have the Gunpowder Dragon semi-finals next week.”


Chief Executive Zhukov opened his mouth to answer. 


The Director hurried to answer instead. “As far as the
world is concerned, you are dead. Your headless body was found and the
investigation came up with no leads to explain your murder. Probably Avar
gaming related, seeing as it is big business, but basically, the case was
quickly closed. Your cooperative, Rubicon? They have recruited another member
to fill your place. They have fallen in the rankings. Your funeral was held.
Your parents and a few of their friends attended, plus, we assume, your
cooperative members attended via Avar projection. You are legally dead.”


Ram closed his eyes for a long time. The others in the
room, the perpetrators of the massive violation of his rights, waited silently.
Ram wondered what he would be feeling if they let his hormones behave
naturally.


He took and released a slow, shaky breath.


“No chance you made a mistake and you can let me go
home?” Ram said, quietly, opening his eyes. 


Zuma picked up her screen. “You are an elite Avar
cooperative leader. You have led your cooperative to the finals of a number of
combat based international tournaments.”


“That doesn’t mean I am good at combat myself. I play
team games,” Ram said. “I have a good team. Mostly I manage the strategies and
deal with the administration, financials and moderation these days. Less time
for practice, my skills aren’t what they were a couple of years ago.”


Director Zuma nodded. “It is time to move beyond denial.
You put a fantastic team together, built it yourself. You attracted gamers with
potential, molded them, inspired them, shaped them in a world-class unit. A
hundred Avar players in your cooperative from all around the world and you were
involved in recruiting them all. You made excellent judgments about their
character and potential ability based on their gameplay and meetings in-Avar.
You have attracted an enormous amount of sponsorship, advertising and
subscription fees. Your cooperative has done fantastically well. All because of
you.”


“Even then,” Ram said, delighted but astonished these
people had even heard of him. “There are literally thousands of better players
than me. Thousands of Avar players who are more famous and with more dedicated
fans. Why not recruit those players into whatever this Project is?”


“Do you know how many of those players are jacked up on
drugs? How many have used augmentation, biological and technological implants,
nootropics, stimulants?”


“Sure,” Ram said. “If you want to break the top ten thousand
you pretty much have to use all those strategies. There’s no drug testing in
Avar.”


Director Zuma nodded. “Why did you not choose to utilize
these strategies?”


Ram would have shrugged if he could have done. “I
probably would have, eventually.”


Zhukov stirred in the corner. “You were afraid,” he said.
“Of taking your life to the next level.”


“Yeah, I was,” Ram said, trying to glare at the Chief
Executive. “Have you seen how long those people last? Even if something doesn't
go wrong with the enhancements, they burn out. You're not on top for long.”


Zhukov grunted, amused. “You were eating yourself to
death anyway. Your objections make no sense.”


Ram looked at Zhukov. But there was nothing he could
say.  


“You studied in your spare time,” Zuma said, speaking
loudly with a quick glance at Zhukov. “You took extensive courses in
mathematics, ancient languages, engineering.” She raised her eyebrows
suggestively. “You wrote an anonymous paper titled Strategic Massacres in
Ancient Warfare and How to Apply the Concept to Galactic Conquest 7. That
paper changed the nature of the metagame, forever. It makes for a stimulating read.”


“I was just a kid when I wrote that,” Ram muttered. “And
all that research I did, all those courses I attended,” Ram said, looking at the
wall of books behind Zuma. “I didn't do it because I'm a scholar or anything. I
only did it to get better at Avar.”


Zuma beamed and jabbed a finger up at Ram. “I am so happy
that you said that. I too studied to better achieve my ultimate goal. My mother
took me from Durban when I was four years old. I joined a Brazilian security
co-op when I was eighteen. I saw some shit, Ram, and I did some shit I am
ashamed of. But I knew I could do more with my life. I read these books here
behind me and other books like them in order to be a better soldier and a
better human being. 


“Knowledge makes everyone better at what they do, no
matter what it is. There are no limits to knowledge and wisdom. The more you
know, the better you can perform. Many of the other subjects here, your new
comrades, were elite soldiers even before they joined us with their enhanced
bodies. But we have also had subjects in the past who were elite athletes,
extreme sports pioneers, astronauts and, of course, hand to hand combat
champions. You, however, are different. And I am confident that your difference
is exactly what we need at this moment.”


“Knowledge and wisdom,” Zhukov said, scowling across the
room at Ram and tapping his temple, “counts for nothing without strength of
will. In all life but especially here. If you are to survive beyond your first
day or two, then you must remember that.”


“You are far from weak, Ram. I have watched you. I have
seen you storming the gates at Dar-Kudan in Dragon's Dominion, the first
person to do so alone, after your whole co-op died in order to get you there.
You personally captured the final flag in the international tournament of Hannibal's
Revenge five years ago, atop the Capitoline Hill. And this year you came
out of nowhere to defeat the champion of the Galactic Games in one v.
one combat. With barely any time to practice.”


“I didn't know I had fans in the secretive underground
base demographic,” Ram said, attempting a lame joke. “But if you know me that
well then you know I don't have many wins on that epic scale. Our fans like me
because I go all out. I am never in the middle of the table. Nine times out of
ten, I lose and lose hard. I go out in the early rounds, I don't hold back.
People watch me on the remote chance I'll do something great. I rarely do.”


“You are an all or nothing kind of person.” Zuma stood up
and jabbed her finger at Ram. “And that is precisely what we need. You see,
Rama. In this Project, there are no prizes for second place. Either we win
everything. Or we die.”


“Okay,” Ram said. “But just remember when I die that I
told you my epic failure rate is ninety percent.”


Zhukov grunted. “Better odds than ours.”


“We will take you to the ludus, your new home.” Director
Zuma came around her desk. “When you meet your new comrades, the other
subjects, try to not let them see your fear.”


As a group, they headed back into the corridor and kept
going. Zuma and Zhukov walked beside him and Milena behind. 


Ram considered that he was chest, shoulders and head
taller than all of them and probably weighed a hundred kilos more. He could
destroy all of them in seconds if he wanted to. But then what?


At the far end of the corridor, a wall panel on the side
slid up, revealing a big rectangular room with a door at the other end, like an
airlock. 


“What is this?” Ram said.


“Security,” Milena said. 


Director Zuma smiled up at Ram. “Our subjects are precious
indeed and we can take no risks with you. Also, your new comrades are, almost
by definition, violent people. We do not want them to get out.”


The door behind them slid shut. The door in front did not
yet open. A mechanical hum thrummed through the walls and a red light above
flashed. His heart raced and his face tingled. He’d had panic attacks before
and he knew he was freaking out. 


“Don’t be alarmed, Ram, I will make some adjustments,”
Milena said, tapping on her screen. “You will feel better almost immediately.”


The panic receded, replaced by a certain calm, almost
contentment. 


“Oh, that's nice,” Ram said, sighing. “You know, I feel
like I should be angry at what you're doing to me.”


“Of course, you should be,” Director Zuma said, looking
up at him. “You would not be human if you were not. We all want to be free.
Humans all have this overwhelming desire to hold on to the illusion of free
will. It is perfectly natural that, when the veil is lifted, you should feel
the need to rebel. Intellectually, at least, even if we subdue your emotional
response.”


“Free will is not an illusion,” Ram said, the rush of
happy hormones loosening his tongue. 


The room hummed on, the red light above flashing. 


Director Zuma laughed, even Zhukov made a sound that
could have been a chuckle. But she ignored his free will assertion and changed
the subject. 


“You are a late addition to the program. We experienced
the loss of one of our subjects and so Chief Executive Zhukov gave me clearance
to activate you. The others have been training together for at least three
years. Three years of bonding, interpersonal conflict and resolution. Of
competition, cooperation and rivalry resulting in an established hierarchy. You
coming in is going to disrupt all of that. The leaders are going to have to put
you in your place. Are you ready for that?”


“No,” Ram said. “No, I hate that kind of thing. It's
bullshit.”


Zhukov sneered. “This is why we do not take on shutaways.
There is no substitute for real world experiences, none. There never can be.
Avar is a simulacrum with far too much control by the user. The real world has
orders of magnitude more variables and you cannot simply unplug at will.”


The door in front hissed, the red light above switched
off. A clear but gentle ping sounded three times. 


“It is unfortunate that you are incapable of being
socially competitive,” Zuma. “Your relationships here will be difficult. Do
remember that it is your real world performance that you will be measured by.
Performance in training correlates closely with the interpersonal hierarchies
within the ludus.”


“Work hard and I won’t get bullied?”


“You catch on quickly.” Zuma beamed. “Shall we?”


Red lights flashed and the huge door separated into the
walls, floor and ceiling, revealing a large room beyond. The floor, walls and
ceiling were all black.


“Welcome,” Director Zuma said. “To the ludus.”


Beyond the doorway, it opened up into a rather narrow,
long room. It was somewhat tube-shaped, like the fuselage of an intercontinental
airplane. The room was empty of people but filled with exercise machines. The
benches, cables and weights looked like a torturer’s playground in a medieval
dungeon.


“Where is everybody?” Ram asked.


“The ludus training facility is quite large, featuring
six sections,” Executive Zhukov said. “The subjects are sparring in the
adjacent section so while we wait until they finish, we will show you what you
will be competing with. And introduce you to Bediako.” The Chief Executive
looked up at Ram. “That should make you quake in your boots.”


“I think you'll find Ram is made of sterner stuff,”
Director Zuma said. 


Ram's sensation of unreality kept growing. The group
turned to the left and marched along next to the wall, striding by machine
after machine toward the door at the far end. 


No one spoke. Perhaps Rama was projecting his fear onto
the people around him but it was as if everyone was holding their breath,
anxious about what was to happen. 


The door hissed open and they stepped through into a
narrow corridor that sloped sharply upward to a higher level. From up ahead
came the distant sound of grunts, thumps and shouts. Ram tried to control his
breathing. 


The corridor ended up ahead in a kind of balcony. As the
slope leveled out again, the wall opened, showing a long, tubular room very
much like the one they had just left.


The group stopped at an opening in the panels. Director
Zuma leaned on a low railing to look out down below. Ram stopped behind her and
looked down into the open space of the room below the balcony.


His heart sank.


Instead of rows of exercise machines, covering the floor
of near enough the whole room were two rows of six enormous, rectangular padded
mats. 


On the mats, people fought. 


A roomful of monstrous great people, grappling and
sparring, all unarmed. It reeked of both fresh and stale sweat. The walls
echoed with the sound of grunts and the hard smacks of heavy bodies slapping onto
the mats under their feet and the wet slaps of skin whacking against skin. 


All of the giants had undergone the same nervous system
transfer procedure as Ram. They had the slightly shrunken head appearance that Ram
had on his own body. All those heads were shaved or had hair shorn close to the
scalp.


Another ten or so normal sized people walked around the
room, observing, giving instructions, recording the fighting, and handing out
water and towels. Though the height of the members of both groups varied, the
normal sized people mostly reached no higher than the chest height of the
fighters that they were advising. 


He counted twelve of the giant men and women, although
two of them were not fighting. They wore tight, thin shorts and vests of
stretchy black, white or gray material. Some were stripped to the waist. They
fought in pairs. One of the giant women stood at the edge of the matted area
near the balcony as if waiting her turn. Another walked around, watching but
not fighting. 


The waiting woman’s pectorals and shoulders were just as
pumped, her hips just as narrow as any of the men’s. 


Taken all together it was a heaving mass of wrestling and
striking. It was pairs of bodies coming together, breaking apart, breathing
heavily and smacking back together again. They were huge and full of incredible
strength. But for all their violent fury, they were not fighting to the death.
The enormous men and women helped each other to their feet after they fell. In
between grappling, some exchanged words. One pair laughed even as they fought.


But the intensity was astonishing. Their skill and speed
were frightening and he could barely follow what was happening. 


Did they really expect him to be part of this group? 


“These are our subjects,” Director Zuma said, speaking
over the sound of it all. “The eleven toughest and greatest fighters in human
history. It sounds hyperbolic, doesn’t it and yet it is true. These people were
the most elite of the elite fighters even before they were gifted these bodies.
And that one there, the old man carved from teak, keeping out of the combat?
That is Bediako. Our Chief Instructor in the ludus.”


He walked between the enormous sparring mats, calling out
criticisms and bellowing commands at the pairs in a voice as loud and raw as an
antique machine gun. Some of the fighters hunched as if to protect themselves
or flinched away when he stalked by them.


Though the body of the man was powerful and rippling with
muscle, his face was hideously scarred and lined with age, his head not shaved
but as naturally bald and smooth as a plastic egg. His skin was so dark that it
was almost black and his teeth and eyes flashed white as he roared his contempt
at a woman on the mat next to him. She bowed her head and muttered an apology,
though she herself had the aspect and bearing of a god. 


 “Chief Instructor Bediako,” Zuma said. “We have your
newest subject here and he is dying to meet you. Please attend to us upon the
balcony.” Director Zuma spoke at a normal volume, not loud enough for her voice
to carry the distance to the man and be audible over the racket. Clearly, they
wore communications implants. 


The scarred old man looked up, scowling. There was
undisguised irritation in that glance. Open hostility, even. Zuma raised a hand
in greeting but Bediako looked away, growled something to his staff and stalked
underneath their balcony, heading toward Ram and his new bosses.  


“Do your best to not be alarmed by his appearance or his
demeanor,” Milena said softly beside Ram. “If there's one thing Bediako
despises, it is weakness.”


“Okay,” Ram said, wondering if she could tell how
terrified he was. Of course she could, he decided. She was measuring his
hormones in real time, she could see his cowardice projected onto her screen. 


The wall panel at the end of the corridor slid up and the
giant Bediako strode out. He was even more intimidating up close than he had
been from far away. For one thing, he towered over everyone else in the small
group. Ram was of a height with him, taller, even but Zuma, Zhukov and Milena reached
no higher than his lower chest. 


“Here he is,” Director Zuma. “Our newest subject. Rama,
meet the eighth wonder of the Solar System. This is the great Bediako. He is our
ludus instructor, training program designer and chief assessor of our entire
training program and has been so for a great many years. He is also the only
man who survived humanity’s toughest contest. All that you learn here will be
from this man. Bediako, this is Rama Seti.”


“The replacement,” Bediako growled, his voice like a
sandpaper bag full of ball bearings. He looked Ram up and down. “In the old
model body. The failed design. Why are you wasting my time with this, Zuma?”


“Yes, yes,” the Director said, seemingly unconcerned at
being spoken to in such a way by her subordinate. “But we have to work with
what we have available, do we not? And now, despite everyone’s objections and
dire predictions, he is here with us and you will welcome him into the fold.
Our other option is putting him back on the bench and that seems like an awful
waste of the resources getting him to this point.  If you give Ram a chance you
will find him a suitable candidate.”


Bediako grunted, his bulging eyes flicking up and down Ram’s
body. He felt incredibly vulnerable and that look was loaded with evil intent. 


“I saw his file,” Bediako said. “He has the least
experience of anyone ever recruited to the Project. If he lives through his
first week with us, perhaps I will give him the time of day. Until then, I have
real subjects who deserve my attention.”


Bediako bowed his scarred head, turned and strode away
through the way he had come.


“He seems nice,” Ram said. 


Ram looked past Zhukov’s bulbous head and down at the
fighters beyond. A small group of four had broken off their sparring and
gathered near to the balcony, looking up at him. 


All wore tight shorts and tight vests, showing off their
insane musculature and enormous stature. Bediako strode up to them from
underneath the balcony and spoke a few words, too low for Ram to hear. The
group of five looked up at Ram as one. Their neck muscles bunching and flexing
as they moved. 


One man among them seemed to be the center of their
attention. The others, even Bediako, all seemed to be turned toward him in some
subtle way and they looked at him with something like devotion, hanging on his
word.


That man was not the tallest or the bulkiest. Indeed,
though he was muscled beyond the normal human range, including pharmaceutically
enhanced bodybuilders, he was positively slender compared to Ram’s new body.


Yet he was the most frightening looking man there. 


He had a face like it had been hacked out of granite with
a shovel. His nose was flat, his cheekbones wide. The man's short black hair
glistened with beads of sweat. He looked like a mix between Mongolian, Italian
and some sort of mechanized battle suit made flesh.


That man fixed Ram with an intense stare and, when he was
certain Ram was watching, drew his thumb across his neck.


He sneered, spoke some unheard insult about Ram and spat
to the side. The others all laughed, watching Ram like tigers observing a mouse.
Their eyes were full of contempt. Two of the four were women. Though their
bodies were just as huge and muscled as the men next to them, they were
obviously female. Both sexes’ genitals could be discerned outlined through the
tight, thin material of their shorts. Ram silently hoped that his own new penis
was as massive as theirs were. 


The others laughed at whatever the frightening one had
said, their massive shoulders rolling up and down with the sheer hilarity of it.
The frightening man did not laugh.


His top lip curled up at one side. 


“Ah,” the Director said. “That is Mael Durand. Milena
would say that Mael has a pathological compulsion to be the top dog in any
room. His drive to succeed is matched only by his urge to destroy the
competition. He is our greatest hope. The elite of the elite of the elite, and
so on. Our Subject Alpha. I recommend that you stay as far away from that man
as you can for as long as possible.”


That man sneered up at Ram the entire time, even while
the others turned and filed away to the far side of the long room.


Subject Alpha, Mael Durand, mouthed a brief, silent
sentence across the room, all the while sneering and quivering with rage.


“I’m going to kill you.”


 


 
















 


7. DRIVER


 


The Chief Executive and Director stepped in front of Ram,
breaking the line of sight down into the room. 


Ram took a deep breath and tried to shake off the feeling
of terror. 


“We leave you in Milena's capable hands,” Director Zuma
said. “Do precisely as she says, listen to everything and trust that she will
only ever have your best interests at heart. Good luck. I believe in you, Rama
Seti. You are exactly what we need. Your contribution to this great project
will have a great and lasting impact. There is no doubt in my mind that you
will survive your first week. None at all.”


While she was speaking, Zhukov walked away without saying
anything. Director Zuma nodded at Milena and followed the Chief Executive.


“I’ll take you to the mess hall,” Milena said. “It is time
you began nourishing yourself, with food and with the company of your peers.
Then I must leave you. There are no drivers physically in the ludus but I will
be monitoring your life signs remotely, plus we can speak whenever you wish to
with your microphone. Just speak and I’ll pick up. Unless you are in the
barracks. Visual and audio are cut off at night.”


“Cut off,” Ram said, absently, thinking of that guy Mael
Durand.


“That’s right, you’ll be alone with the others so your
priority must be in making allies with one or more of the subjects. It might be
your only hope.”


Ram stared down at her. “Who are you, Milena? Are you a
psychologist?”


“I have studied psychology,” Milena said, tilting her
head. “As well as biology, neurology and other disciplines. My qualifications
focus on human behavioral biology and positive psychology.”


“And those subjects are relevant for a driver?”


She smiled. “Driver is a colloquialism. My job title is
Subject Operator.”


“And I’m the subject that you operate.”


“Your new body is a powerful device. It is engineered to
a degree of astonishing complexity. When your biological systems are fully
integrated between your old CNS and your new body you will have complete
control over your nervous system. But the situations you find yourself in will
be very dynamic, very high intensity and so you will benefit from my support. I
will make real-time adjustments to your central and peripheral nervous systems
through manipulation of your endocrine system. And that will increase your
combat efficiency.”


Ram thought it sounded like being a slave. “You'll have
remote control of me?”


“No,” she said. “Well, not like that. They tried it and
it doesn’t work. Reaction times were slow and the vestigial will required from
the Artificial Person conflicted with the operator’s commands. They lacked the
capacity to understand what was happening. But I am here to support you, give
you more power when you need it. If you were a racing driver, I would be your race
engineer, feeding you info and strategy. I am the corner man to your boxer. The
CIC Commander to your special forces soldier.”


“How did you get this job? Did they kidnap you from your
bed like they did with me?”


Milena smiled at him. “I knew what I was getting into when
I was recruited, back when I was young. I really never had a life outside UNOP.”


“But you're young now,” Ram said. There was no way she
was older than thirty. Maybe thirty-five at the most.


“You are attempting to flirt with me,” she said, nodding.
“That’s good.”


“No, no. I really meant it.” Ram's face grew hot.


“Forget ever feeling embarrassed around me,” Milena said,
looking at Ram intently. “I know everything about you. I have been watching
you, watching your Avar competitions, reading your correspondence, even
learning about your food and grocery deliveries and other purchases.”


“That’s pretty weird. I feel violated right now.”


“Of course you do,” Milena said. “What we are doing to
you is completely unethical.”


Down in the sparring room, most of the subjects and
support staff had gone, just a couple remained to clear up the towels and water
bottles. 


“Is that Mael guy crazy?” Ram said, lowering his voice
even though there was no one around. “He’s crazy, right?”


“Mael Durand, our Subject Alpha has a severe problem with
almost all people. A simple way of saying it is that he is mentally disturbed.
In the past, he would have been called a homicidal maniac or a psychopath or a
sociopath or another euphemism for his violent and pathological behaviors. In
this Project and on this mission, we prioritize physical ability and violent
creativity over stability.”


“So that’s what the Intel guy Diego was saying?” Ram
said. “I’m in danger?”


“Don't listen to Diego,” Milena said. “He's afraid of
physical conflict. Even vicariously, it scares him but that clashes with his
profound ideological beliefs about personal freedom. Don’t let his nonchalant,
casual demeanor fool you, he’s quite brilliant and quite passionate. Everyone
here is and Diego is more brilliant than most. But he struggles to come to
terms with the ethical consequences of what he is participating in. If
anything, he’s getting worse and his advice, therefore, is inaccurate.”


“I’m relieved. I knew all the subjects couldn’t be
psychotics. You wouldn’t put me in real danger.”


“Well, many of them are,” Milena said. “And you are in
danger. Everything Diego said was true but you shouldn't listen to him about
being submissive in the ludus. In fact, if you don't stand up for yourself then
you put yourself at further risk. The subjects value physical prowess, mental
fortitude. To have their respect you must display these traits. You need to
stand up for yourself or you will probably be beaten, or worse.”


Ram rubbed his eyes. “Sounds like a British boarding
school.”


Milena shrugged. “Not an inaccurate analogy. Any small
group of physically isolated people, separated from the normalizing influence
of the variables in a freer society will develop a culture of pathological
brutality. Creating a group of peers, overseen by a small elite of powerful
authority figures will do this. Whether it is a prison, a sports club, a school
or even a whole culture, we see the same stressors expressed through a
pathological need to impose hierarchies within the group. Bullying behaviors
are a natural consequence of our social instincts where we need to create a
tribe of individuals that have a range of interpersonal influence or kudos.
However, the fact that this is natural and even predictable doesn’t make it
easier on the people within those groups. So you’ll suffer and you’ll have to
fight, socially and physically, for your place in the hierarchy. When that is
established, the worst of them should leave you alone, more or less.”


“What if I’m no good? What if I can’t cut it?”


“I know what you are thinking,” she smiled, radiating
sympathy. “You have used failure as a tool for extricating yourself from
situations that you found difficult or undesirable. It is an awfully common
behavior and when someone learns how effective it is, usually at a young age,
they can come to rely upon it. Possibly, you discovered the tactic during your
brief time at a real world school. Perhaps your tutor instructed you to perform
some menial or physical task, such as sorting the color pencils or carrying
chairs to another room. You were extremely bright but lacking practical
experience so, in a fit of childish resistance you threw down your efforts,
sabotaging yourself. When confronted by your tutor, you lacked the courage to
admit that you acted out of conscious decision and instead claimed that you
accidentally ruined your activity. It could be that you shed tears, overcome by
the emotion and stress of the situation. I can imagine your elation when the
tutor told you that she would clear it up for you and to run along back to
class where you once more felt comfortable with your computer. Do you recall
anything similar to that happening when you were a boy, Ram?”


“No,” Ram said, picturing the scattered computer scrolls
spinning across the corridor floor at his feet and feeling the warm urine
spreading down his trousers. Through the absolute, abject shame he remembered
his joy at being sent away, alone, to clear himself up. It was a victory, of
sorts, over the power of the tutor. “I don’t remember anything like that.”


“Of course,” Milena said. “Only rarely can a single
incident form a lasting neurosis but a viable tactic, oft repeated, can become
a pattern, a crutch, a place of refuge and it is something you, Rama, turn to
in stressful situations.”


“Doesn't sound like something I'd do,” Ram said. “I'm
always trying to win.”


“Your entire Avar career is somewhat an extension of this
behavior pattern. Your supposedly heroic, all-or-nothing Avar play style? Sometimes,
you see a great opportunity and you go for it. But over half the time, you
destroy yourself in spectacular fashion. It is a means of avoidance. Of
resistance to your own potential greatness. You kill yourself, kill your
chances, before someone else can do it for you.”


“I think that's a little unfair,” Ram said. “Anyway, I'm
not trying to actualize my life inside the games. I'm performing. I'm performing
for my fans.”


“Your entire life is inside Avar,” Milena said, which was
certainly true. “And if you're not fulfilling your potential inside the games,
you're certainly not doing it inside your apartment, eating yourself to death.”


Even in his normal life, Ram felt very little,
emotionally, most of the time. And since he'd woken up in the white walled
prison they'd kept him sedated even further. But it was safe to say that she
had hurt his feelings.


“I feel like dramatically storming out of the room right
now,” Ram said. 


“Thank you for proving my point,” Milena said. “Listen,
I'm not trying to rile you. I am on your side. Believe it or not, it is in my
professional interest to help you feel as positive and fulfilled as possible.”


“Oh yeah?” Ram raised his eyebrows. “Sweet.”


“Emotionally and intellectually fulfilled,” Milena said,
smiling. “Your physical fulfillment will be the responsibility of Bediako.”


“I hope not,” Ram said. “I understand what you're saying
about me always finding a way out of committing to something difficult. I think
that's probably true for a lot of people. But this is crazy. I never asked for
this. Is it neurotic to grab at a way out of this insane situation? I can fail
to progress in the training process and then I won't have to fight.”


Milena tilted her head and ever so slightly sucked in one
side of her lower lip. “I'm afraid that in this case, the only way you are
permanently dropping out of the Project is if you are killed.”


“Killed.”


“This is a Project with standards, physical and ethical,
that are probably unique in human experience,” Milena said, shrugging.


“No shit,” Ram said. 


“We are just talking about facts here, Ram,” Milena said.
“The fact is, if you do not make maximum effort in all training endeavors then
you will die. Your usual, fallback position of conscious failure, of
self-sabotage, will by necessity be the last time you are ever able to apply
that tactic. You must get over it immediately or else you will fall at the
first hurdle. And yes, I mean fall as in get snuffed out. Not getting killed is
up to you. Probably the best you could hope for is to be so severely injured
that you can take no further part in future assignments in a supporting
capacity. This is what happened to former subjects like Bediako. His
replacement artificial body lets him keep up with his subjects but it won’t
last long before it degrades, as would yours if you were lucky enough to get
one. So, yes, your violent death may be certain. But I think we should focus on
ensuring you survive the training process for as long as possible and that
means believing in yourself and fighting as hard as you can. Are you willing
and able to do that?”


His eyes tingled, grew hot and he blinked away the
moisture leaking into them.


“Sure.”


They walked down into the sparring room in silence. Ram,
the top of his head only a couple of centimeters from the ceiling, looming over
her like an adult over a child. He felt like the rooms were too small for him,
his height was absurd. He weighed tons. And yet his body quivered with
potential energy and power and he felt an urge to run, to sprint forward to see
how fast he could go, to see how high he could jump and what he could punch
through or tear down. He was jittery, surging between scared of what was to
come and thrilled by the knowledge of what was happening. 


“The social dynamics in the ludus are brutal,” Milena
said as they approached the door at the far end of the room. “Barbaric, even.
But you have to remember what our objective is. We must do whatever is necessary
to win the next fight. It is vitally important for the continuation of our
species wherever we are and perhaps even all the species on Earth.”


“Because we’re fighting to get some of those gifts of
knowledge, I get it,” Ram said.


“This will be humanity's fourth visit to the Orb,” Milena
said. “Each time we leave the structure, break orbit and head back to the inner
Solar System we get a little more information via a broadcast from the Orb
itself. Last time, at the conclusion to Mission Three, when we translated their
messages to us we understood, finally, what was at stake. What had been at
stake for the previous hundred years without anyone realizing it.”


“What is at stake?”


“We told you that the Wheelhunters are not the makers of
the Orb. They do not occupy it or control it. They come to the place every
thirty years just to fight us.”


“Sure but where from?” Ram said, thrilled. 


“We reason that it is a star system relatively near to
ours, though it is not clear where they originate,” Milena said. “We reason
that each time the Wheelhunters arrive at the Orb, they do so through the power
of the Orb bringing them to us.”


“Yeah, wormhole right?”


“That’s what we call it but the physicists are not sure
what it actually is. Clearly, due to the fact that their vessel appears while
throwing off a shower of particles and radiation, we assume it is some sort of
wormhole that the Orb controls. Although, perhaps it is even a space-folding
ship-based drive that the Orb provided to the Wheelhunter species as a reward
for winning some previous combat, with us or with another species somewhere
else in the galaxy, on another one of their borders perhaps. Whatever the
process, it is currently beyond our understanding, although our scientists all
have their pet theories that they love to talk about, endlessly, over dinner in
the mess hall.”


“Obviously, the Orb is way more advanced than us,” Ram
said. “By hundreds or thousands of years. Or millions. But what about the
Wheelhunters? Their ship looked kind of like ours, right?”


“We don’t know about their society but the Wheelhunters
appear to be barely more advanced than us in terms of ship technology. It
stands to reason that their society, like ours, puts their most advanced foot
forward. So the wormhole brings the Wheelhunters to the Orb because the giant
yellow aliens want something from us. Something they're willing to fight for.
Remember that the Orb told us it exists to enable a kind of combat based
diplomacy in the galaxy? Well, the Wheelhunters, starting with poor old Malcolm
Diaz, have been winning the rights and the ability to star systems near to our
own. We assume they have been given systems with habitable worlds, or ones that
are potentially habitable, with which to colonize. So far, humanity has lost
the rights to three star systems near to our Solar System. As far as we can
tell, the victor of the next combat will determine who gets the Solar System
itself.”


She watched him, waited for him to process.


“I don't understand,” Ram said. “We're already here. It's
ours.”


They stopped at the closed far door, which was stenciled
with the words D3 MESS. Ram could smell food.


“Think of it like a bet,” Milena said. “We're betting our
solar system on the outcome of this game. Winner takes all. What will it mean
if we lose? Will the Wheelhunters sterilize Earth? Take our bases and colonies?
Or will they enslave us, take us away to work for them? Will they just tax us,
in some way?  Or will we just carry on as we are? Perhaps we'd have to share
our land? We have no idea.”


“Humanity would never allow that,” Ram said. “None of
those things.”


Milena nodded. “We might not have a choice. That’s why,
as soon as the precise nature of the existential risk became clear at the end
of Mission Three, the major corporations and nations got together to begin
constructing a war fleet, space-based weapons, planetary defense systems,
recruiting crew, specialized ground combat soldiers and space marines. If it
comes to an invasion, we'll be as ready as we can be. But what if the Orb is
here to enforce galactic law? Maybe we'll be annihilated for breaking the
convention.”


“But we never signed up for this,” Ram said. “This is
crazy.”


“Indeed,” Milena said. “But imagine what will happen if
we win. If we can learn to beat the Wheelhunters. We will be invited to
colonize distant systems. The Orb might give us wormholes that lead to those
systems, as it seems to have done for the Wheelhunters. Imagine the
technological leaps we will make. We'll be a part of a galactic community. Who knows
where that might take us. This is a matter of life and death.”


Ram took a slow breath, filling his enormous lungs. He
held it for a moment. Then breathed out as steadily as he could. 


“But only if we win,” Ram said. 


“Win and we win a future amongst the stars,” Milena said,
nodding. “Lose and we lose everything. Come on, let's get you started. Time to
do your part. They're eating dinner. The next ring section is the mess hall.” 


She jerked her thumb at the D3 MESS stencil on the door.


“Ring section?”


For the first time since Ram had met her, she seemed a
little nervous. “This isn't a base under the earth. Not in Antarctica or
Siberia or the Himalayas.”


“Don't tell me. I already figured it out.”


“We are on a ship called the UNOPS Victory. A ship
heading out to the Orb Station. We have a long way to go yet but we are closing
rapidly on our destination.”


“I knew it,” Ram said, shaking his head. “A spaceship? It
must be enormous. This is way bigger than anything I've even heard about. This
must be bigger than the Mars colony ships.”


“The UNOPS Victory is easily the biggest
vessel to travel to the outer system. They're completing bigger ships back in
Earth orbit now, ready for defending the planet should it come to an invasion
but they don’t have to propel themselves half the width of the solar system.
And there are armed ships with fighter fleets and manned weapons platforms
being sent to Mars and out to Saturn. But we are leading the way. I can’t tell
you how many exactly but we have well over a hundred people on board.”


“UNOPS?” Ram said. “People keep saying that. It’s United
Nations…?”


“United Nations Orb Project Spaceship,” Milena said.
“You’ll hear people here refer to the Project as a whole as UNOP, using both
words interchangeably. But we all call our beautiful ship the Victory.”


Ram looked around the room with new eyes, shaking his
head. “So many of my friends told me this was happening. I never believed them.
How is it possible? It feels like we’re on Earth.”


He banged his hand on the black ceramic tile of the wall.
It was cool to the touch.


Ram smelled hot savory food wafting out of the room
beyond. He felt a pang, not of hunger, exactly, but of the urge to stuff
himself senseless. How long had it been since he had eaten? Hours, certainly. 


“The apparent gravity is provided by rotating the ship.”
Milena took out her screen and unfolded it. “Here's an image of the Victory
from one of our drone fleet. Our shielding masks the internal design somewhat
but the Victory is constructed of six adjacent rings around a central
core. Each ring has six sections. Each section is a tube, like a rocket body,
joined end to end. Each ring of six is joined to the one next to it. The rings
are designated A through to F and the sections are numbered. So we are now in
the Ludus Training and Sparring room section which is D2. And next up, D3 is
the Ludus Mess and Nutrition section. D4 is the Barracks and Living Quarters
section and so on. Other rings are Administration and Flight Control, Life-support,
Medical, Research and Communications. The central core contains the Engine
Room, Reactor Compartment, Astronomy and Navigation and so on.”


“I'm in space,” Ram said. “I’m in actual space.”


“Try to keep up, Rama,” Milena said. “Through that next
door is the ludus mess hall, so go in and start filling up on calories. I’ll
stop blocking the hunger signals now so you have an appetite. You'll need to
eat thousands of calories per day just to maintain that muscle mass and on top
of that, you'll be exercising rigorously. You'll spend much of your downtime
eating and drinking protein nutrient shakes.”


“Sounds amazing,” Ram said. “Eating is the one thing I do
at an elite level. You're not coming in?”


“Don't worry,” Milena said, patting his arm. “I'll hear
and see everything, other than at night. There's a device in your ear and a
microphone in your jaw, so I can speak to you anytime I want and all you need
do is whisper and I'll hear you. There are cameras everywhere other than the
barracks and even there I will keep watch on your vital signs. Nothing you say
or do goes unnoticed or unrecorded. Good luck. Show no fear, especially to the
subjects who will be your enemies. Remember, you need allies from the rest.
Survive, Rama. Survive.”


Milena hit the door control and turned and walked away.
The door slid up and a wave of voices, clanking and clanging and the comforting
smell of boiled rice poured out, crashing into him. 


The room - ring section - was half the length of the one
behind. Obviously some internal division. Twelve huge people sat around at the
six benches in the room, shoveling trays of food into their faces. At the far
end on either side, staff served mountains of food from vast trays. On the
opposite wall was a door with the words D4 BARRACKS on it.


Normal sized support staff stood and sat amongst some of
them or stood at the edges of the room. Ram recognized the instructor Bediako
sitting at a table surrounded by a group of assistants craning their necks to
see the screen he was pointing at. 


The talking, laughing, shouting, mass of sounds faded as
every face turned toward him. Some were surprised. A couple even smiled. The
insane one called Mael stared with dark eyes like a shark closing in on a
flathead mullet. 


Ram did not know what to say. So he just stood there.


The food they were serving included vats of a spicy stew
and trays piled with rice that smelled delicious. His stomach rumbled for the
first time since he had been kidnapped and beheaded. It was enough to force him
over the threshold and into the den of monstrous killers. 


Show no fear to my enemies, Ram thought. 


He forced his face to form a smile and stepped inside.


 


 











PART 2 – ALLIANCES


8. SURVIVE THE LUDUS


 


The warriors with the massive bodies and their undersized
heads almost filled the mess hall. All eleven of them were there and the grim,
scarred instructor. Most of them sitting at the benches, halfway through
pounding down mountains of brown rice and piles of black peas with flatbreads.
Six men and five women wearing skin tight, figure-hugging shorts and vests in
white or gray or black. Some wore nothing on their top half, their skin taut
with bulging muscle. Most had shaved heads or else hair that was so short it
might as well have not been there.


The normal sized people filled the gaps between the
subjects, some sat with the fighters while others stood in groups at the edge
of the hall.


The one named Mael, the one who had laughed as he'd run
his thumb across his neck in the sparring session, grinned while he chewed,
looking at Ram from under his eyebrows, radiating hostility. The other subjects
sitting at his table grinned along with him. They reminded Ram of a pack of
baboons. 


Others in the mess seemed uncomfortable. Yet no one
spoke. It was as though they were waiting for something.


He looked at the instructor Bediako, expecting and hoping
that the scarred man would deliver a welcome speech or at least introduce him
to everyone. Instead, the man stared across the hall with open contempt and
even amusement. Saying nothing. Waiting to see what Ram would do or just
enjoying his discomfort, the bastard. 


I need to make allies, Ram reminded himself. 


“Hi,” Ram said to the room. He cleared his throat. “Nice
to meet you all. I'm Rama Seti. People call me Ram.”


“Ram?” the one called Mael said to those around him. “Ewe
is more the like of it.” He laughed, a deep, booming sound and the others
chuckled. “You understand what I am saying? That he is like a sheep.” He
laughed again and pounded the steel tabletop with the palm of his huge hand,
knocking over drinks that a couple of the normal sized assistants moved to mop
up.


Ram swallowed. He needed to make allies specifically to
defend himself against that psychopath. Clearing his throat, he looked around,
wondering how to do that, exactly. Deep down, he had the overwhelming urge to
simply log out of his Avar. 


A huge, graceful warrior woman sighed on the nearest
table and she stood, unfolding herself like a dancer.


“Rama,” she said, her white teeth shining out of her dark
skin as she walked toward him. “My name's Sifa.” She stuck out a hand when she
got close enough. “Sifa Kiyenge.”


Ram was taller than she was and he was broader. While
Ram’s muscles were bunched and rounded as if he’d been assembled with a mound
of boulders, this woman called Sifa was sleek and dark and shining, her long
muscles running with striations and veins and sinews stood out at her neck and
inside her elbow. She looked like an athlete that could run a hundred klicks
per hour all day long and fling herself into a fifty-meter long jump. She also
had strikingly beautiful eyes, a crooked nose and a mouth as wide as the Indian
Ocean. He tried and failed to avoid staring at her incongruously large breasts
but they were right there underneath him, straining against the thin, stretchy
fabric of her tiny white vest. 


Ram had never had a fetish for gigantic, musclebound
women but he could feel one coming on like a rocket taking off for orbit. Even
if she hadn’t been sexy as hell he could have kissed her just for saying hello
to him. Instead, he just took her hand and shook it. 


“Thanks, I'm Rama Seti,” he said after unsticking his
tongue from the roof of his mouth.


She smiled and a few of the others laughed. Ram
remembered he’d already introduced himself.


“We know who you are,” Sifa said. “We've been so looking
forward to you joining us, Rama.”


“You have?” Ram said, relieved but worried about being
trolled by these people. Why was she being nice? Was she about to kick him in
the nuts or something? 


A hulking white man seated at the bench behind her spoke
up. “Get some food, bro,” he said, gesturing with a fork toward the back of the
room. “It's nothing but hard work here and you’ll never be able to eat enough.
Trust me, you'll be needing energy.”


Sifa leaned in toward Ram a little and whispered to him
while he looked down at the curves of her soft, dark skin of her breasts. 


“They have planned a sparring session after this. I
expect you will have to fight.”


Ram not only had no fighting experience, he’d never even
had a playground scrap before. The idea of fighting with the monstrous, elite
warriors around him was profoundly unsettling. 


Everyone was staring at him.


“Er, yeah,” Ram said, aware that his nervousness was
obvious. “Sure. No problem.”


The white man stood. “Sit here, mate, come on,” he said,
pointing at their bench. “I'll get you something.”


“Right,” Ram said, thinking that he should decline and go
get the food himself. Yet the sanctuary of a bench seat two steps away beckoned
and he wanted to dive right into it as though it was a port in a typhoon. “Thanks
very much.”


“My name's Te,” the guy said. “Te Zhang.” He did not look
Chinese and had a bold, swirling tattoo on the side of his face and flat, wide
features and a great big forehead. “Take a seat, seriously, chill out.”


Te Zhang strode toward the rear of the room where the
food was.


The remaining woman at the table before him looked up
expectantly, as did the remarkably attractive woman called Sifa. 


Ram eased his massive body onto the bench and Sifa sat
down beside him. The bench was big, made for the huge subjects but still Ram
had to squeeze himself into the space between the bench and the tabletop. He
rested his massive arms on the top, moving carefully. Still afraid of his body.


The conversation in the room slowly started up again,
people began eating and ignoring him, though there was plenty of muttering and
thrown glances. 


Opposite hunched a dreadfully pale woman, enormous, with
a hard, bony face, eyes so light blue they were almost white and the stubble on
her head was a shining blonde. Her nose looked like it had been broken a thousand
times and her cheekbones were as sharp as ice skate blades. Her mouth would
probably have been beautiful, it was wide and her lips were full and colorful
but that mouth was also smeared with black bean paste.


“Alina,” she said, glancing at him in between spooning
rice into her mouth. 


“Nice to meet you, Alina.”


She grunted, spooning more into her mouth. Rice littered
the tabletop. 


“Wow,” Ram said, trying to break the tension, “you guys
get a lot of food here. That’s great.”


Alina glanced up and scoffed.


“Give it a few more days for the nerves governing your
digestive system to fully wake up and for the intense exercise to burn through
you,” Sifa said, sitting beside him. “You will be as hungry as we are. No
matter how much you eat, it is never enough. They measure everything here. Our
calorie intake is monitored, our energy expenditure is monitored and yet we are
always hungry.”


“You don’t understand. That’s how I’ve felt every day of
my life,” Ram said, feeling himself smiling.


Sifa smiled sympathetically. Alina snorted in derision
without looking up.


The tattoo faced Te Zhang came strutting back between the
benches with a tray that was fully loaded with brown rice, black bean stew and
flatbread. Ram's stomach growled as Te set it down on the table along with a
huge cup and took the seat beside him. The bench, some sort of high strength
aluminum alloy, groaned and bent under the weight. All the furniture was
integrated into the tiled floor and was engineered to support a group of people
whose collective weight must have been well into the metric tons.


“Eat up, you idiot,” Te said, then shoveled his own meal
into his mouth. “That tray had your name on it. That two-liter bucket with the
drinking spout is your protein and micronutrient drink. Get used to it, because
you’ll be downing them three times a day, at least.”


Ram picked up his spoon. The rice smelled good. The bean
thing smelled good. There was so much of it and Ram was supposed to eat it all.
He was so excited that he was beside himself. He savored the moment.


“Strange, is it not?” Sifa said, leaning her rock-hard
shoulder against his own. “Being in a new body. We all had time to prepare,
mentally, for the change when we volunteered for it but you just woke up like
this, yes? You had no idea, this is what I heard. Yes? So this must be even
worse for you. The sensations are all there but they are not right, they are
like you are behind a filter. You are looking through a window smeared with
oil. You make out what is beyond but it is not like really seeing it clearly.
Well, don't worry. It fades, in time, that sense your body is a machine for
your head to operate, that you are a great big monstrous thing sitting here
with you riding on top? That will be gone and you will be you, in no time at
all.” She leaned in even closer, pushing herself against him. “But only if you
eat up all of your food, Rama.”


Ram stared at her for a moment, not sure what to say. He
nodded his thanks and spooned a mound of rice into his mouth. 


It was his own mouth, of course. Or so he assumed. What
had that Dr. Fo said about increasing the bone mass and density in his skull
and jaw? Presumably, his teeth had been toughened in some way so that they
didn't get knocked out of his head. Maybe his teeth were not his own. 


The rice tasted good. Better than good, after a couple of
mouthfuls Ram shoveled more in, tearing fistfuls of the bread to scoop up the
bean mixture. Ordinarily, Ram knew it would have seemed bland beyond belief.
There was barely any salt and the spicing was so light as to be non-existent
but it was sprinkled with the greatest seasoning of all. Gluttony. 


“So,” Sifa said between mouthfuls. “You're from India?
I've always wanted to go there. What is it like?”


Usually, he revealed his nationality to prospective
members of his Avar cooperative and no one else. They were the only friends he
had but when they found out or guessed where he was from, that was always the
next question. Probably it was the same for everyone, from every nation but Ram
thought it was a stupid question. 


“Good question,” Ram said. “What's India like? I never
really left Delhi my whole life. I traveled all around the world and our solar
system using Avar. But in real life, no, I rarely leave my apartment on the
thirty-seventh floor of a residential building. It’s one of those ones with the
vertical gardens that are never properly maintained and they dry up so you get
yellow grass on the walls. And the water recycling system breaks down every few
months but it’s a pretty nice place. The power supply is completely reliable.”


“Oh,” Sifa said, tearing off a chunk of her bread and
dipping it in Ram’s bean stew. “I guess that makes sense. You were an Avar
champion, right?” She popped the soggy bread into her mouth, smiling at him.


She had spoken in the past tense. Ram was an Avar
champion in a former life but he was that no longer and it hit him that his life
in a competitive Avar cooperative was over. Forever. He'd been snatched out of
his life and was hurtling away from Earth as fast as was humanly possible.  


“Yeah,” Ram said. “An Avar player. That's what I used to
do. Before I was here. Immediately before. Feels like only yesterday.”


“What games did you play, mate?” Te Zhang asked, before
slurping down his protein shake.


“Action and strategy stuff, mainly,” Ram said. “That's
where we had most of our following, where we made most of our money.”


“How'd you make money playing games?” Te asked, eating
and not looking up.


The woman Alina sat beside him as if she was not
listening at all or did not care. Her pale shoulders were truly remarkable.


“Tons of ways to make money in Avar,” Ram said. “We sold
subscriptions to fans who watch us compete and train. You got a range of
purchasing options, from paying by the hour to full access. We even sold one on
one time with us at a virtual location of the subscriber’s choice. And we sold
advertising space, merchandising, sponsorship. We did pretty well, actually.”


“Let me get this straight,” Te said, frowning. “So people
spend, what a year’s wages for an ordinary bloke to invest in this amazing kit
we strap into and you can do practically anything you want with it. And they don’t
just decide to watch you train, they actually pay you for the pleasure of doing
it? Why aren’t they all just fucking each other, all the time?”


Ram laughed. “Yeah, good question.”


“Forgive Te,” Sifa said to Ram. “He's a technological
barbarian. Listen, Te, the spectators enter the Avar space as an observer, they
can't be seen by the players or interact with anything or affect the outcome of
the competition or the training. It is comparable to when Bediako watches us
when we're inside our units.”


“I know bloody how they do it,” Te said, scowling. “I’m
not an idiot. I just can’t for the life of me work out why anyone would waste
their time watching gamers play games instead of playing with themselves.” He
grinned, pleased with himself, rice mashed between his teeth.


It took Ram a moment before he realized what Sifa had
said. “You have Avar on this spaceship? Are you serious?”


“It is not the full Avar system. Not even close,” Alina
said. “We are networked no wider than one part of the ship’s systems and we do
not have time for visiting anywhere enjoyable. They run combat simulations
where we trial tactics and techniques. Over and over.”


“It's no fun, man,” Te said, talking with rice spilling
out of his mouth. “Not like roaming a persistent fantasy realm with your friends
hunting goblins or dragons, right?”


Ram paused, his spoon halfway to his mouth. “I played
historical stuff, you know, battle simulations,” Ram said. “Ancient Rome,
medieval China but mostly contemporary military combat.”


The big white woman paid attention when he said that.
“Did you know that the Avar system was originally created by the Project?”
Alina said


“What Project?” Ram asked. 


Sifa laughed. “This Project.”


“UNOP,” Te said.


Ram shook his head. “It was developed by Tomo, a Japanese
guy, working pretty much alone, at first, in his parent's basement.”


Alina shook her head. “That is a cover story. Avar was
developed by a Chinese and American conglomerate, commissioned by the Project’s
Board of Directors to come up with fully immersive simulation technology to
train subjects in fighting the Wheelhunters.”


“That's crazy,” Ram said. “Tomo is a legend.”


“This is correct,” Alina said, her accent thick. Russian,
probably, or something along those lines. “Tomo is a fiction. He was created by
a marketing team.”


“No way,” Ram said. “I know all about him. I've seen
interviews with him, hours of them.”


Alina leaned over her food, gesturing with her spoon.
“Fact. Tomo was played by at least three different actors. The first Tomo
threatened to go public so they killed him and from then on digitally inserted
animations of his face onto a new actor's body. A third actor provided the
voice, mimicking the original Tomo. A few months later they claimed he had that
fatal skiing accident and the legend was complete.”


“That's crazy,” Ram said. “Why would they do that?”


“Avar gathers data on the users,” Alina said, looking at
Ram with a particular scrutiny. “The system is used to test theories and
techniques on millions of players all over the world. Not just with fighting
aliens but to measure mass behavior and innovative solutions and group thinking
by harnessing the computing power of the Avar network and millions of human
brains. But they also use some of the games as part of the selection process
for UNOP, as they did with you. And you Avars lapped it up because they sold
you a lie about Tomo building encryption into the system. Anonymized,
untraceable users. Do not make me laugh. You fools sold yourself to the Project
and to the corporations and governments of the world.”


“I can't believe this,” Ram said, looking between the
three new friends at his table. “You're a conspiracy nut.”


Te laughed and he clapped Alina on her massive back. “He
got you pegged in, like, four minutes, Alina. That's got to be a record,
right?”


Alina scowled at Te while she scraped the last morsels
from her tray. 


“You may mock the truth as much as you wish but it
remains the truth.”


“Hurry up and eat all your food,” Sifa said, leaning into
Ram. “It will be time to fight soon.”


Ram finished and sat upright, glancing around the mess as
subtly as he could. The subjects were talking quietly, a few people laughed
every now and then. The support staff sat here and there, reviewing content on
screens between mouthfuls.


“You were right,” Ram said to Sifa. “Eating was a strange
experience. Sensations are as though they are happening behind a screen, a
filter. Not unpleasant, exactly. Unnerving.”


Te Zhang laughed. “Just wait until you take your first
shit.”


Sifa sighed. “Forgive his crudeness. I would say that he
means well but he does not.”


“Hey,” Te said, sitting up straight. “I'm totally
serious, man. It's the strangest thing, first few times. It’s akin to dreaming
about laying an ostrich egg.”


Ram laughed. “Okay. I'll look forward to it.”


The subjects in the mess hall were throwing Ram looks,
glancing at him, whispering and smirking, frowning. Mael and the four others
with him muttered almost continuously.


Sifa elbowed him. “Do not worry about them,” she said.
“They are merely curious.”


“You should worry,” Alina said, staring at Ram. “Worry
very much.”


“Worry most about Mael,” Te said, lowering his voice.
“And his crazies.”


“Yes, this is correct,” Alina said. “Mael is capable of
killing you. He is devoid of mercy.”


Sifa dismissed that with a tut. “Don't listen to her. You
stay by us and we will protect you.”


“No,” Alina said. “Do not trust us. Do not trust anyone
but yourself here or you will die.”


“Okay,” Te Zhang said, jerking his thumb at Alina. “Don't
trust her. Me and Sifa are on your side, man, we’ll stick up for you.”


“I am merely being honest,” Alina said, shrugging her
massive, hunched shoulders. “It does not reflect on our individual ethics. The
carefully cultivated culture of competition here overwhelms our attempts at
prolonged unity. Everything they do and say is designed to manipulate us.”


“Hard to argue with that,” Te said. 


“Have you considered how strange it is for Rama to be
here at all?” Alina said. “He will be useless as a fighter. The obvious
conclusion is that they have decanted Rama Seti as a method for obtaining
percentage point increases in performance from the group. Especially from Mael,
of course. He will expend energy putting Ram in his place at the bottom of the
pecking order and the increase in Mael's testosterone and so on will increase
his combat efficiency.”


“Alina,” Sifa said. “Rama is here to help. He is one of
us now. And even if you are right, we should help to protect him all the more.
Ignore her, Rama.”


“He is not one of us,” Alina said. “He will never compete
on our level. They gave him an oversized body fifty years past its use by date
and he has no combat experience. None.”


“I'm right here,” Ram said to Alina, his heart racing. “I
can hear what you're saying.”


Alina turned her sharp blue eyes to him. “This is not your
fault. In fact, I feel sorry for you. You will die, soon.”


Ram hesitated, unsure of how to react. More worrying was
that his new friends, Sifa and Te, would not meet his eye.


A chime sounded and everyone in the room stood. Everyone
got up and made their way through to the sparring hall. Mael Durand, Subject
Alpha, strode out first and the rest gave him plenty of room.


“What's happening?” Ram asked Sifa, looking around. 


He really was the tallest and probably the bulkiest of
the whole group, just as Milena had said. 


“Come on,” Sifa said, leading him toward the exit. “Time
for an evening training session. Usually, it's light activity, stretching,
relaxation, mental exercise. Today will be different.”


“Because I’m here. They need to put me in my place.”


“Words of warning? Do whatever Bediako tells you to do.
Do not think that speaking back to him or resisting his will shall be
tolerated. Do not try to stand up to Mael. It will make him even more violent.
If you have to fight him, simply let him knock you down and hope that Bediako
stops him before he kills you.”


“What?” Ram asked, panic rising. “What?”


But she patted his upper arm and walked through the door.



He followed, out into the practice hall where the group
of subjects gathered in a rough half circle around Bediako.


Most of the subjects leered and or looked grim, blaming
him for the extra session no doubt. But Ram barely noticed the others, because Mael
Durand, Subject Alpha, stood with his head lowered, looking through his
eyebrows at Ram as he approached, grinning like a maniac. 


 


 
















 


9. FIRST TEST


 


“This evening our replacement subject finally joins us,”
Bediako said when Ram joined the end of the rough semi-circle of subjects. His
voice was harsh, like a belt sander churning through a bag of bolts. “I know
some of you are unhappy about the new member of our ludus. Unhappy about having
a new comrade at all and also unhappy about the individual himself. I also know
that considering what is at stake, our happiness as individuals is unimportant.
That is why you will all join me in welcoming Rama Seti to our ludus. Come on
up here, Rama, and tell us all about yourself.”


Ram stood on the edge of the group and stared at Bediako,
wondering what he should say, if he could escape, somehow. 


Whatever happens, he promised himself, I have to survive
this.


“Come here, now,” Bediako said, scowling. “If speaking to
a small group of peers makes you nervous then you will not enjoy the rest of
your time here. Not at all.”


Mael laughed. An evil cackle that came from deep in his
gut. Most of the others laughed or smirked too. Ram stood up straight and
strutted as best he could to stand beside Bediako, their laughter still ringing
in his head.


It felt strange, looking around at those men and women.
Shaved heads, short hair, mountains of muscle under thin vests and shorts. Hard
faces on almost all of them, unfriendly eyes, downturned mouths. Fighters,
soldiers, killers. A frightening bunch. 


Someone sniggered. 


“Right,” Ram said, nodding. “Okay. Hi. My name's Ram. Er,
Rama Seti but just call me Ram.” He could not think of anything else to say. “I
guess you don’t want me here but it’s not as much as I don’t want to be here
myself. It’s pretty amazing to be on a spaceship and everything and find out
that aliens are real and all but I think even in spite of all that, I’d rather
be at home. I don’t know what to think and feel about all this. I’ll have to do
what I can do.” 


Ram faltered, knowing he sounded like a weakling and a
loser. He was about to mention his Avar career before he realized that would
make it worse. So he paused, wondering what he could say that would make him
sound impressive to the toughest group of warriors in the system.


“Very informative,” Bediako said after a moment. “Thank
you for that speech, Rama Seti, and the insight it gives us into your
character. Emotional stuff, I think I might have shed a tear.”


Most people chuckled and Ram walked toward his place at
the end of the line, flooded with shame and also relief that it was over.


“Where do you think you’re going?” Bediako roared.


Ram flinched, turned back. 


“I think we'd all like to see what you're made of,”
Bediako said in a reasonable tone and looking him steadily in the eye. 


Murmurs of assent. Ram did not think it would do much
good to explain that he was made of naan and soda and probably something
squishy, like shit. So he said nothing and stayed in the center next to
Bediako. 


“Any volunteers?” Bediako said. 


About eight hands shot up. Almost everyone.


Mael was one of them. 


Te was another and Sifa, too. Alina was not even looking
in his general direction


“Mael,” Bediako said and Ram's guts churned. “Put your
hand down, you maniac. We don't want Rama killed on his first day, do we? Well,
we know that you do.” Almost everyone laughed. “Te Zhang, put your hand down,
we don't want your bleeding heart leaking all over my ludus. Sifa, I know what
you want to do with him, put your hand down. Aziz, yes, you will do.”


The biggest man in the line of subjects stepped forward.
Ram was taller but the man walking toward him was big boned and bulky and had a
jaw like a bulldozer’s bucket.


“Allow me to make the introductions,” Bediako said. “Eziz
was a junior wrestling champion in a previous life, weren't you, Eziz? Until he
got banned for killing the adult Olympic silver medalist in the ring.” Bediako
said, chuckling. “Can you imagine, it, Rama Seti? In a sanitized, protected
wrestling match, a fifteen-year-old Eziz broke the neck and skull of an adult
champion. They made him join the armed forces for punishment and he started his
career as a professional killer. In fact, it was more of a calling, I would
say. A gift. As you can see from the size of his head, Eziz was almost this big
before he got his new body. Weren't you, Eziz? Never much of a talker, though.”


Eziz 's dark eyes glinted in the low light, half hidden
under the slab of his eyebrow ridge. He moved with a strutting solidity, like a
gorilla and took a hunched stance a few meters across from Ram. 


“Eziz, this is Rama Seti,” Bediako said. “He sat on his
fat ass his whole life and never did anything of note.”


Bediako stepped back a few paces and the rest of the
subjects stepped back away.


“Alright,” Bediako said, “are you ready, Eziz?”


The monstrous man leered, his eyes locked on Ram's,
hunched and bouncing on his toes, his long arms dangling.


“Are you ready?” Bediako said to Ram. 


“Er, wait, no,” Ram said, looking between Bediako and Eziz.
“What are the rules?”


Bediako laughed, as did the others. 


“Alright, let's go,” Bediako shouted and clapped his
hands. 


Eziz crouched lower and shuffled forward. 


Ram instinctively took a step backward. Were they
expecting him to fight? On his first day? On a full stomach?


“Ram.” 


Milena's voice sounded in his ear, from inside his head.


“Ram, it's Milena. I'm watching you right now. I am
monitoring your vitals. Do not be afraid. They will not allow you to be
seriously hurt.”


“Okay,” Ram said as Eziz circled. The other subjects called
out advice for Eziz or Ram but Ram’s heart was pounding so hard that he couldn't
hear the words, just the hum of the noise.


“Don't speak, just listen,” Milena said, talking quickly.
“Eziz will toy with you, try to humiliate you before he beats you. Your best
hope is to hit hard, surprise him. Show everyone you mean business. You will
not win. Do not think that. Do not have hope for victory. But you must fight,
right now. Here he comes, watch him. He's a grappler, so you have to punch him.
Punch, kick, strike. Go for his face, his eyes.”


Bouncing lightly on his toes, Eziz shifted rhythmically, as
though he was dancing. 


Ram had never thrown a punch in real life. In Avar, he
had fought thousands of battles. Unarmed combat, swords, guns and energy
weapons, Ram had used them all. He'd crushed battalions, he'd smashed armies.
But it was all in Avar. Throwing a punch should be the most natural thing in
the world, instinctive and also he’d performed the move thousands of times in
virtual practice. He knew in theory what you had to do. But doing it in Avar, when
the only consequences was a little tap of sensory feedback, was a world away
from what he was facing in that moment, with a monstrous great elite wrestler
coming for him.


Eziz feinted forward and Ram jerked back, causing much
amusement from the others. Ram got halfway through a sigh of relief when Eziz
changed direction, breaking rhythm. The room spun and Ram crashed into the
floor, on his back. When he looked up, Eziz had already retreated, grinning and
waving at the others. 


“Get up, Ram,” Milena's voice sounded in his head. 


“What happened?” Ram muttered, like an idiot as he
climbed to his feet. 


“He tripped you,” Milena said. “Come on, Ram, you have to
fight him.”


Ram glanced at the crowd as Sifa shouted encouragement.


“Watch it,” Milena shouted and Eziz was on him again,
feet pounding on the mat. Ram threw his hands up, stepping back and to the
side. He realized with surprise that he had caught Eziz's hands in his own. 


Eziz was surprised, too. He froze, just for a moment,
before, twisting Ram's arms down and round. Ram found himself spun about with Eziz's
arm across his throat and the weight of the big man on his back, bearing him
down to the floor. 


“Ram,” Milena's voice came through, calm and clear in his
head. “He has you in a rear choke hold. Force his hands apart, reach up and
separate his grip.”


Ram fell to his knees, Eziz pushing him down, panting
hot, spicy breath into Ram's ear. Reaching up to his own throat, Ram grasped Eziz's
massive wrists and tried to pry them apart. It was like trying to bend an iron
bar or pull apart a steel chain. But it did ease the pressure on his neck. 


“Good, Ram, keep it up,” Milena said. “Now, hunch your
shoulders. Push your chin into your chest. Keep pulling his hands apart.”


With the pressure of Eziz on his back, all Ram could see
was the floor underfoot, the slight wrinkling of the black padded mats. Ram
blindly followed Milena's instruction and felt the pressure of the choke ease
off further.


Eziz twisted and slammed a knee into Ram's kidney. The
blow was more a surprise than painful but it distracted Ram's attention enough
to find Eziz slipping his arms up higher, one tight into his neck and the other
on the back of Ram's head, pushing it down. 


Ram knew he was going down.


“Don't give up, Ram,” Milena said. “Reach up to the back
of your head with your right hand, find his fingers. Do it now.” Ram's vision
darkened, blackness rolling in from the edges. But he obeyed Milena's insistent
voice. “Grab his fingers, hard, bend them back. Snap them off, Ram, tear them
from his hand. You're bigger than he is. You're stronger. You hear me, Ram,
you’re stronger than he is, just rip his hands off.” 


Ram felt where Eziz was forcing his head down, grabbed
the first two fingers and pushed up as hard as he could. 


It turned out, that was pretty hard. 


The bones in Eziz's fat fingers snapped, with a series of
crunching, grinding pops. Eziz roared in Ram's ear and released the choke on
his back. 


Ram got to one knee, breathing deeply. He had done it, he
had broken free.


“It's not over,” Milena said. “Watch out for—”


Eziz thumped the back of his skull and Ram went down. The
world went black. 


Bediako rolled him over and stood looking down at him.
The instructor did not help him up and he stood right over him, suggesting Ram
was supposed to stay down. That was fine, so far as Ram was concerned. People
were clapping and jeering. 


“Eziz,” Bediako shouted, though he kept looking down at
Ram. “You useless bastard, go to medical right now. How you got selected for
this project, I will never know.”


“He was supposed to be untrained,” Eziz said from behind
Bediako. “I was just having fun.”


“Talk to me again after I've dismissed you,” Bediako
said. “And I'll break every bone in both your hands.”


Milena's voice was a whisper in Ram's ear. “Stay down,”
she said. “And well done. Very well done, indeed.” It sounded as if she was
smiling. 


The laughing and jeering died away and Bediako stepped
back. “Alright, thanks to that shameful display, we are not done for the day.
You people clearly need more practice, if a complete novice can incapacitate
one of you. Now, pair up. You know your drills. Zhang, you start showing Rama
Seti here some fundamentals. Mind he doesn’t snap your neck or something.”


The line broke up and Te and Sifa pulled Ram up off the
floor.


“You didn't die,” Te said, grinning. “That's something.”


“I broke his fingers,” Ram said, feeling the tender parts
of his neck.


“He was not expecting that,” Sifa said. “Where did you
learn grappling?”


“Just now, actually,” Ram said, rubbing the back of his
head where Eziz had thumped him. “What did he hit me with? A shotgun?”


“Your good old fashioned front kick, mate,” Te said.
“Cracked one right at your light switch, didn't he.”


“I guess,” Ram said.


“How are you?” Sifa asked.


“Fine,” Ram nodded his thanks. “I mean, I think I took my
first shit just now and you were right, it was a pretty strange experience.”


Te laughed. “A day of firsts for you, isn't it,” he said.
“All you got to do now is make it through your first sparring session and then
your first night.”


Ram looked at the group of subjects as they separated
themselves out from each other. At the far end of the room, Eziz turned back in
the doorway, holding his injured hand, before he stepped through the door. His
eyes were full of malice. But he then carried on. Mael whispered something to
his partner and they both glared at Ram as if they were wolves and he was an
injured lamb. 


“What do you think my chances are of seeing tomorrow?”
Ram asked Sifa and Te.


They traded a look. 


“Ask us in the morning,” Sifa said. 


 


 
















 


10. DARK NIGHT


 


They trained for another half hour. The whole time, Rama
felt sure he was about to get jumped by one of the others. Every time he looked
over his shoulder, Mael was leering at him.


Still, Ram spent the session attempting to learn basic
striking and grappling techniques. He thought he had done well but Sifa assured
him that he had not.


Bediako dismissed them and Ram stuck close to Te and Sifa
as they gathered to head for the barracks section.


“So, listen,” Ram muttered to Sifa at the end. “What exactly
do you mean the ludus barracks are unobserved? I’m not sure how to make it
through the night without any protection against him.”


Ram watched as Mael walked off toward the mess hall in
silence, trailed by the other subjects and the support staff, all chattering
and making a huge, excited noise. He was like a famous actor or an Avar
champion getting chased by his fans.


“Everywhere onboard is covered with cameras, okay?” Sifa
said. “Everywhere on the Victory, you are filmed, recorded. Monitored.
Measured. But not in the ludus barracks. That time is for us. Private time.”


“Sounds nice when you put it that way,” Ram said.


“It's not, bro,” Te said. “Think about what it's like to
spend your time with a bunch of killers and no oversight. No one to come rescue
you. No one to break up the fights but us.”


“Do not be so dramatic,” Sifa said, punching Te on the
shoulder. “It is not all bad. We are tired and the nights are long but we need
not feel lonely.”


Te grinned and Sifa smiled. They followed the rest of the
subjects toward the mess and the barracks beyond.


“We’ll watch your back,” Te said. “Me, Sifa. Even Alina,
maybe, depending on her mood.”


“You’ll help me watch out for Eziz?” Ram said. “Call me
crazy but I reckon he is plotting revenge for his broken fingers.”


“Eziz is a dangerous man,” Sifa said. “But he is a
follower, not a leader. I think he was ranked as a private in the military.”


“He lacks the imagination to instigate something alone,”
Te said. “The one you need to watch out for is Mael. He isn't afraid of using
the darkness to hurt you.”


“Why are you helping me?” Ram said. “What’s in it for
you?”


“We’re just good people, mate,” Te said, grinning. 


Sifa tutted. “A few of us resist Mael’s demands, his
bullying, his violence.” Her beautiful face twisted into a cold anger. “We must
stick together to survive.”


“I can’t believe this,” Ram said. “Aren't we going to
fight the aliens? What's with this infighting? It doesn't make any sense. We
should be on the same side.”


Sifa nodded. “I think so too.”


“We’re unusual for not following this techno-primitivism anarcho-competitivism
bullshit. But this is how they do it. The right level of conflict, designed to
produce the highest performance. It's not about creating harmony for us. It's
not about us being happy or feeling comfortable.”


“And many of the subjects and crew are military or
ex-military,” Sifa said. “This is how they do things.”


“Alright,” Ram said. “I understand, I get it.”


Ram was tired but amazed by his new body and what it was
capable of. The sparring had been difficult but the most fun he'd had in real
life, maybe ever. He was aching, exhausted and the thought of sleep was
welcoming. On the other hand, he was afraid of being alone and unobserved. 


“So there's no cameras in the barracks,” Ram said. “Can
we still speak to our drivers?”


Te chuckled. “Man, if Milena was my driver then I'd be
missing her, too, bro.”


“Your poor driver, Te,” Sifa said. “She's beautiful.”


“She is,” Te said. “She’s no seven-foot-five African
goddess like you, babe. But Milena? Oh, man, she’s something else.”


Sifa laughed. “There is no contact with the drivers in
the barracks, our communications are shut off,” she said. “So if you want to
speak to sexy little Milena before tomorrow then do so now.”


Milena came through in Ram’s internal speaker. “They're
right, Ram. We should speak about tonight.” Ram found a quiet place at the side
of the hall outside the barracks door and leaned against the wall. 


“What, you’re just listening to me all the time?” He
said, feeling violated all over again.


“Watching you, too,” she said. “That’s my job. I’m here
to help you.”


“Alright then,” Ram whispered. “You're going to help me
get through tonight. You're going to give me advice on how to deal with Mael
and whoever else decides to put me in my place tonight.”


“The main thing is to relax,” Milena said. “They won't
kill you on the first night, probably, so just make sure you stand up for
yourself. Hit back, at least once. You might get barely one opportunity before
they get you so try to break someone’s nose or gouge out an eye, maybe. No
matter what it costs you.”


“Thanks for the pep talk,” Ram said, his heart hammering.


“Sweet dreams,” Milena said in his ear. “


“Come on, Ram,” Sifa said, waving him over. “We will take
you in.”


“Into the dungeon,” Te said, grinning. “We call it the
dungeon.”


“No we do not,” Sifa said. “No one calls it the dungeon,
don’t be ridiculous.”


She slipped her arm inside Ram's and drew him after the
others. Her arms were rippling with muscle, shining and dark and her shoulders
showed striations, so low was her body fat. Where most of the others were
hulking monsters, gorillas or rhinos, Sifa was like a cat. A big cat, admittedly
but there was a fluidity to her movements that was bordering on inhuman. Te
strode a pace in front of them, his V-shaped upper body half as wide again as Sifa's.


The subjects in front streamed through the empty mess
hall and then through the heavy security door at the rear into the barracks
beyond. Bediako’s assistants were standing around, wishing everyone a good
night and filing back the way they had come.


Sifa squeezed Ram’s arm. “All of us in this ludus,
everyone here is training so that, whoever is the best of us, is in the best
shape they can be when they fight the Wheelhunter. If it takes our deaths to
achieve that goal, then it is acceptable to me. I can say that in truth. My
driver agrees with me and I believe her. Te Zhang believes it, too, correct, my
dear Te? Everyone on the Victory, I bet, believes themselves as a means
to an end.”


“Mael thinks that we are the means to his end,” Te
muttered.


Sifa inclined her head in acknowledgment. 


They stepped through into the barracks room. The door was
large and bulky, like a blast door on an old battleship. Ram wanted to ask why
there was so much heavy security but he was afraid to ask. He was getting tired
of all the questions. 


“Thanks, I appreciate you helping me out, explaining
things to me,” Ram said. “I got to say, the idea of dying for a cause I never
signed up for is pretty strange. I’m not sure if I want to be here at all but I
guess escape is off the table now.”


Sifa stopped him in the doorway, grabbing the flesh of
his arm in a grip of steel. “If I was in your position,” she said, all her
charm and warmth suddenly gone, “taken against my will, then I would still give
myself, my life, body and soul to this project. This is for our species, Ram.
For our culture, for all the cultures that make our civilization. Everything
that humanity has accomplished in thousands of years may be lost if we do not
give of ourselves to making this mission a success. I will suffer any hardship,
experience any pain and humiliation and loss necessary to contribute to that.
But all this does not mean I must be rude to my comrades and colleagues. Taking
the time to befriend you, instruct you, help you, these things take little of
my time or my energy and cause no harm. More than this, by helping you, we help
our mission. Come on.”


Ram pulled his arm away. “Fine,” he said. “I get it. This
is all very important.”


She tutted and turned away. Ram knew he needed to keep
her as an ally, that he should apologize for being sarcastic or flippant but he
couldn’t bring himself to.


They stepped into a long room with doors down both sides,
eight doors aside and one at the far end. The center aisle was a communal space
with three benches running down the middle and five of the rest of the subjects
already stood and sat around, chatting. Mael was not one of them. 


“Your room is the last one on the left,” Sifa said,
speaking brusquely.


“It belonged to your predecessor and no one wanted to swap
rooms,” Te said. “They’re all the bloody same, anyway.”


They got halfway through the center of the long barracks
when Mael squeezed himself through the doorway into his room, in the center of
the right-hand row, half blocking their way. Sifa and Te stopped.


“You,” Mael said to Ram, his face contorted into a sneer.


He wore nothing but a pair of tight shorts, he was
rubbing some sort of oil or lotion over himself. His body was ludicrously over
muscled, his pectorals were vast, his deltoids like upturned bowls carved from
solid olive wood. He wasn’t as bulky as Ram was, nor even as big as Eziz but
his body was astonishingly perfect, with a kind of symmetry and proportion to
his physique that made him stand out even amongst a room full of giant freaks. His
arms were crisscrossed with veins resembling a river system seen from orbit and
his thighs were as thick as redwoods. Mael wiped his hands on a rag and tossed
it back into his room. 


All the others fell silent and gathered in the central
area, a couple of half-stripped subjects leaning on their doorframes to watch
the confrontation. The heavy barracks door behind was closed. All twelve of the
subjects were there. Ram looked around for Bediako or the ludus crew members
who could help him, protect him. 


There was no one but the subjects.


Mael laughed. “Alone, at last.”


The quality of his musculature was noticeable, even to
Ram. Mael’s muscles popped out all over, they seemed dense and solid. Clearly,
Mael had received the deluxe version of the tank grown synthetic bodies.


“Thanks for being so welcoming,” Ram said, trying to
sound calm.


“Who do you think you are?” Mael said, speaking softly.
He kept his distance but his body almost quivered with tension, as if he was aching
to leap forward. 


A couple of the guys near Ram backed away slowly. 


The feeling of unreality crept back. Ram felt as though
he was in Avar, acting out a script. As if what was happening was set on rails
and he was just going through the motions.


“I'm Rama,” he said. “You're Mael, right? I met Te Zhang
and Sifa and Alina. And I met Eziz, didn’t I, Eziz, how you doing there,
fingers all fixed up, right?”


Eziz, leaning against the next doorway, scowled. His
heavy, black eyebrows knotting together over his nose. A few of the others
snorted and laughed at the audacity. Or the foolishness, perhaps.


“You are right,” Sifa said, stepping forward, placing one
of her dark, perfect shoulders slightly in front of his. “We should introduce
ourselves. Bediako should have done it earlier but is it up to us to make our
own community here. We should take it in turns, yes?”


Mael took a step forward himself, flexing his back and latissimi
dorsi muscles. “He won't survive long enough for it to matter if he knows our
names,” Mael said, his accent heavy with rounded vowels. “He won't survive his
first week. Look at the body they gave him. It's a fifty-year-old design, it
didn't work last time and it won't work this time. What were they thinking,
bringing those fucking things on the ship? Is that really the best the Project
has got, are we so poor with resources that we have to share our space with
that? With that thing? Put any one of one of you on that body and you’d be the
bottom of the heap so what the fuck is this moron going to do? You saw him
sparring with Te Zhang, he’s like a child. Like a disabled fucking child and
they just handed that freak body to him, like winning a lottery. And the prize
he has won is a painful death.”


A deep anger rose from Ram’s guts, his face flushing hot.
He wanted to stride over and punch the guy but he was rooted to the spot by
fear. He knew he should at least shoot back an insult but he did not know what
to say so he just stood there like an idiot, like a coward.


“Sure,” Te said, shrugging and stepping up to Ram,
clapping him on the shoulder. “You’re right, Mael, you’re right. Doesn’t mean
you have to be an asshole, does it?”


The room seemed to take a collective breath. 


“He doesn't deserve to be here,” Mael said, jabbing a
finger at Ram. “His presence puts the mission in danger. When he dies, we will
all be better off.”


With a final sneer, he turned and barged back into his
sleeping quarters. 


Ram breathed out in a long sigh. 


“So that's our buddy Mael,” Te said, attempting levity.
“Who wants to say hello next?”


Four of the remaining subjects unfolded themselves from
where they sat or leaned and stomped off. Two went into Mael's room, two of the
others into an adjacent room, banging the doors shut behind them.


Te pointed at the ones who stalked off with him and
turned to Ram with a lopsided grin on his tattooed face.  


“The Chinese woman who went in with Mael was Jun. She was
some sort of special forces super soldier in her past life. Not sure what
because her file is redacted to fuck and she doesn't talk about it. So we all
reckon she was an assassin of some sort, right, like political murders from the
Chinese Terror a few years back, remember that? She’s the smallest subject here
but she’s fast and she’s ruthless. She’ll smash your face in without even
changing her own expression. She might be a robot, we don’t know.”


The others around laughed, nodding.


“And you already met that miserable bastard Eziz, he was
from Turkmenistan, originally. Great wrestlers, those guys, they love it. They
all have those long arms and big heads, must be something in the food up there.
You just stay away from him altogether. He was even better with an assault
rifle than he was grappling in the dust, I think he just likes blood and shit.
And did you see that big white chick? She’s an American called Genesis. Crazy
name, right? Religious parents. She's a killer, though, another special forces
soldier, a United States Marine special forces unit so secret she still won’t
even tell us what it was called. She spent her twenties in the jungles and
mountains in South America fighting for the forces of capitalism over the
corrupt, communist, totalitarian assholes. How many people do you reckon she killed?
Hundreds, definitely. She liked to use a big knife to cut people up, she’s
totally insane. Black guy's called Gondar. Ethiopian army, you might have heard
of him from the news a few years back when he took on all those terrorists who
had taken the airport?”


“I don’t remember that,” Ram said.


Alina spoke up from across the room. “He was one of those
kept ignorant and enslaved by the Avar network and he knows nothing of the
world.”


“Oh yeah, I forgot,” Te said, waving down Ram’s
objections. “Anyway, you got to watch the footage, it was broadcast live and he
went through twenty or thirty of them. Proper ninja shit, guns, knives, hand to
hand. The guys running UNOP recruited him straight from the hospital after. I
think now he worships Mael Durand as the chosen one so he must be another
nutcase. Stay away from him, he’d kill for Mael without thinking about it.”


“Okay,” Ram said. 


“They all would,” Alina said, without looking up.


“Hi, I'm Alejandra,” a woman said, strutting over and
taking Ram's hand. She had a big, crooked nose and a closely shaved head. “I am
sorry you had such a poor welcome. I hope that you do not die.”


“Thanks, I appreciate that.”


“Didem,” another said, a sturdily built woman with coffee
color skin and big, hooded eyes. She stepped up close and put her head so close
to his that her face was touching his body as she muttered at him. “You should
not make friends with anyone here. Everyone will betray you. Sifa and Te are
the weakest of us all, they cannot protect you. Save yourself, give yourself to
Mael and you might make it through.”


“Er,” Ram said, wanting to ask what she meant but she nodded
and stepped back. 


“Javi,” a black haired man said, stepping up with a
lopsided half-grin. He had a face like a coyote. “You made a real bad choice
signing up for this. Oh, wait, you didn't. Never mind, good luck to you,
friend. Listen, you stay away from Mael.” He lowered his voice and leaned in
slightly. “And you stay away from Alina, too. She’s even worse. Seriously. I’m
not kidding.”


Ram wanted to ask why but he already turned away.


“Yeah, hello,” Ram said, looking around at the faces of
those that had remained in the central common area, feeling that he needed to
say something but being overwhelmed by how much he wanted to express. “I know
this is strange for you. And I know I'm here because someone you knew died. I
never wanted to be here. They never asked me. But now I am here, all I can do
is do my best. Everyone expects me to fail, I know that. And maybe I will. But
I will do my best to live up to your standards. I’m just going to give it
everything I have.”


“Well said, mate,” Te shouted and clapped. No one joined
him but he did not seem to care and he kept clapping enthusiastically for a
good few seconds. 


“You're one of us now,” Sifa said when he stopped,
grinning.


“No,” Eziz said from the doorway to his room. He stood
leaning against the frame, his voice a rumble so deep it was felt as much as
heard. His broken fingers had been fixed in no time at all but it was not his
body that had been wounded. “No, he is not. He never will be.”


Eziz turned and slammed his door. 


I have made a couple of allies, Ram thought, staring at
the door as the air yet rang with the slamming of it.


But he knew they might be weak and he had no idea how far
their friendship would go. And the one thing he did know for certain was that
he had managed, on his first day, to make a lot of powerful, psychotic enemies.


 


 


 
















 


11. DEFEND


 


Te showed Ram his quarters while Sifa went to hers.


“We usually have more time before lights out,” Te said,
“but with that extra sparring session taking up our down time, it’ll be dark
soon.”


“That’s my fault,” Ram said as he stepped into his new
home. “Sorry about that.”


“Nah, that’s Bediako’s fault,” Te said. “That fucker’s a
bastard.”


A rectangular room dominated by a giant slab of a bed
along one wall. Underneath were pull-out bins for storage. A plain desk and
chair took up half the opposite wall and laying on the desk was a screen.
Another door led to the shower and toilet. It was completely bare, totally
sterile. 


“This is lovely,” Ram said to Te. “So homely.”


He knew he would have to make it through the night in
that box. He’d have to make it through the night and then all the nights after.



“How do I lock the door?”


“Bloody good thinking,” Te said. “You got your head
screwed on straight, you have. Sorry, just a little UNOP subjects humor for
you. Yeah, mechanical lock here operated by your thumbprint, there’s the
scanner by the door. I’d recommend that whenever you are alone in here, sleeping
or showering, you lock it up. There’s a little red light that shows on your
door when it’s locked.”


Ram sighed and it came out shaky. “I have to lock myself
in every night?”


“You get used to it. Anyway, Mael and those guys are just
excited to have a new boy to fuck with. The routine here is boring but if you
can last this next few days, they’ll forget about you in a few weeks.”


“Weeks, sure, I can make it through a few weeks.” He
looked around the space that was a quarter of the size of his old bedroom in
Constitution Plaza. “Stuck in here.”


“You can do what you want to the room, decorate it with
whatever you like,” Te said, before slapping himself on the head. “But you
don’t have anything to decorate it with, do you, mate. We all brought personal
effects with us on the trip, pictures of home and trophies and music and shit.
I would have thought the bastards could have at least stolen some of your stuff
when they kidnapped you.”


“Well they only kidnapped my head,” Ram said. “Maybe they
had to travel light.”


“Good point. Fuck it, anyway, it’s all just stuff. Who
needs it?”


“Do you think we could pop back so I can get my silk
dressing gown?” Ram really did miss that thing. He used to wear it every day.
It might have even still fit him, though it might have been a bit short.


“Sure, man, no problem. Earth is five billion kilometers
in that direction. I’ll get the ship’s captain to swing her about.”


“There's a screen on the desk,” Ram said, sitting on the
bed. The mattress was thin but made of some sort of gel that adjusted to his
shape and supported his weight. It was comfy. “What can I do with it?”


“Not a lot,” Te said, pursing his lips. “It's just on a section
of the ship network. Still, you can read anything about anything, watch a
million years' worth of instructional and entertainment video, listen to a
billion years' of audio on anything you can think of. Just can’t contact no
one, can’t create nothing.”


“Games?”


“Nah. Nothing like what you're used to. Mostly it's a way
of wasting time, relaxing, you know. Helps to unwind in the evening but we
don't get much downtime. Anyway, it's funny, when you can't interact with other
people on there then it starts to lose its appeal. I only use it every now and
again these days.”


“What do you use it for?” 


“Pornography,” Te said. “And if it’s not porn, sometimes
I watch the old footage, you know, of the previous three missions. That feels
like the day job, though, because we study them anyway, I just. I don't know, I
can't help but wonder about the aliens. I find them pretty bloody mesmerizing.
The way they move, cartwheeling like that? And their arms are so weird,
twirling and flexing like puppets. And they have no head, or eyes or mouth.
Freaks me out, big time but I can’t help but watch anyway.”


“What do we know about them?”


“I don't know how much they told you so far,” Te said.
“Truth is, we don't know a whole lot, not as much as we want to. They're faster
than us, stronger than us. Tougher, too, thick skin. We don’t know how thick,
though. We have unproven hypotheses about their physiology. UNOP biologists
have been studying their DNA for decades now but that only gets us so far.”


“Wait a minute,” Ram said, rubbing his eyes. “They have
DNA? How is that possible?”


“Sure they do, bro,” Te said. “I mean, look at them. Like
I said, their morphology is pretty different from earthlings but check it out.”


Te tapped the screen and brought up the video of Ambassador
Diaz and paused it a second before it swiped the man to pieces. Diaz's face was
frozen in a state of terror. Te cut Diaz out of the picture and dragged the Wheelhunter
image so it filled the screen. The creature still as a statue, leaning over
like a bike taking a corner, one arm scything down toward where Diaz would have
been, the other held out and up for counterbalance. 


“Check it out, man,” Te said. “They've got six legs and
two arms. The legs have feet and the arms have hands. The limbs have joints and
they have a rigid core inside that function in the same way as bone. It has
skin on the outside, internal tissue that corresponds to our own skeletal
muscle, expanding and contracting on opposing sides of a limb. Totally
incredible, isn’t it, think about all the possible ways a lifeform might look.
In all the galaxy, all the possible planets with all the variables and then all
the chance occurrences over billions of years from the origin of life on those
planets up to now. Imagine all the possible forms that life might take. There
might be intelligent blobs of slime or things like articulated bundles of
sticks or beings a centimeter tall or ones as big as a skyscraper. And there
must be species out there amongst the stars that are stranger than we can
imagine, forms and function that no human has even dreamed up, surely there
must be, that’s reasonable to assume. So what are the chances that we end up
fighting something as relatively similar to humans?”


“I don't know, what are the chances?”


“No idea but they got to be pretty slim, right?” Te said.
“This has all kinds of implications. Maybe DNA is not some crazy chance occurrence
that happened only on Earth. Okay, so there's a bunch of ways organic molecules
could potentially encode data for it to be passed on to the next generation of
organisms. So you would expect that other planets might evolve life based on
these other molecules combining in unique structures. But when they scraped the
remnants of alien skin from the remains of our predecessors, they found this
goddamn thing has DNA. So maybe DNA assembling is just a standard thing the
universe does whenever the conditions are right. You know, increasing
complexity from the big bang, into stars then heavier elements, organic
molecules and water, planets with complex geology and then from that you get
strings of chemicals and the RNA and DNA chains with cells and then increasingly
complex life based on that DNA, you know. Just as the stars are made from
hydrogen and helium, life in the universe is made from nucleic acids. That's
just how it goes.”


“Sounds plausible,” Ram said. 


“Others say we can't draw conclusions from so small a
sample size. And one that isn't random. The Orb Builders brought the
Wheelhunters to our solar system, right? Maybe they matched us together for
combat because we are so physiologically similar.”


“Okay,” Ram said. “That sounds plausible too.”


“Here's the one that boggles my noodle, right. So they're
so similar to us, relatively speaking, that it's too much of a coincidence. So
what if they're not even natural beings at all? Speaking for this theory is the
fact they don't seem to have any means of procreation, as far as we can tell.
Maybe they were created from us, using our DNA and twisting it somehow. Imagine
that.”


“Yeah, that would be incredible,” Ram said. He yawned. 


“Oh, man,” Te said. “Look at me yakking on at you. You
got to sleep, mate. Tomorrow, you'll have a session with your driver, first
thing in the counseling rooms on the ludus. They usually give you bit of a medical,
too. Juice you up with your steroids and estrogen blockers and human growth
hormone shots and all that and take your blood to sample, nothing to worry
about. Then you got to eat and it’s resistance training. We're all looking
forward to seeing what that old model body is capable of. I bet you can
deadlift more than Mael. I got to see that, can't wait. I got money on you, son,
you got to get your rest. Light switch is by your head when you lay down, right
there. Rest well.”


“Thanks. Thanks for helping me. I don't know what it
would have been like today without you and Sifa.”


“Anything that helps the Project, right? One of us has
got to smash that Wheeler or everything humanity has ever done will be for
nothing. Now shut up and go to sleep.”


“Feeling pretty tired now,” Ram admitted, rubbing his
eyes. They were so dry he could barely keep them open.


Te turned just before he left. “Don’t forget to
mechanically lock your door behind me, it’s this fingerprint pad right here.”
He tapped the wall by the door and Ram gave him a thumbs up. “Alright,
night-night, pumpkin.”


Before locking the door, Ram lay back on his bed, just
for a moment, overtaken by a mighty yawn. The lights around him dimmed
automatically, on a timer or trigger by his yawning. The mattress molded itself
to the weight and size of his body and supported his head. 


His head was the one part of him he had left. Even his
head had been tampered with. Dr. Fo had increased the volume and density of the
bone in his skull and jaw. They had implanted him with communications devices
and systems for monitoring his take up of hormones and who knew what else.


He had a vision of his old body, left rotting in his
apartment in Delhi. He saw the great mound of fat and skin that had been him,
that belonged to him, laying there with no head amongst his computer and Avar
equipment. All his ergonomic furniture, custom printed desks and his precious
Avar chair. He missed slipping into his custom headset, and he missed the
familiar feel of the straps and foot and armrests that had supported him, held
him, for so many years. He missed it so badly that it hurt.


Pure imagination but he could see it so well in his
mind’s eye. His body rotting right there in his apartment, polluting all the
electronic equipment until the stench alerted his neighbors or the building
supervisors or security guards. Maybe one of his regular delivery people had
called for help when he failed to answer his door. Whoever broke in would have
found his headless corpse. His gigantic body, his folds of fat finally exposed
to other people. They would have seen everything. Had the police shown his body
to his parents? Surely, if so, they would have done it remotely, that was
something, at least. 


He felt more shame at his body, rotting there until it
was discovered, than he ever had when it was attached to him. The reek that
would have come off his rotting old, leaking, decomposing, gut-stinking body,
was shameful. Someone would have had to deal with his body, get it ready for
cremation, maybe washing his skin down. Someone would have had to throw out the
blood and guts that had been Ram and clean the place up for the new tenants.
Perhaps his parents would have inherited the place, that was good. They might
want to rent it out or sell it. He supposed that they didn’t really need the
money but at least it was something. A pang of loss twisted his guts. He had
loved that apartment. It was his, he had worked hard for it, he had made it his
own in every way. It was his sanctuary where no one could see him or hear him
unless he was in Avar. 


All gone.


He raised his new hands, turning them this way and that.
There was no denying that Ram had been given quite the upgrade. What they'd
done to him was unforgivable. They'd restricted his life, conscripted him into
a service against his will. It was as great a violation as you could get, other
than murdering him outright. It was like being put in prison for a crime that
had never happened. They had no right but they claimed they could throw out
morality because the survival of the species itself was at stake. Or even all
species on Earth and maybe even the artificially manipulated human and animal
lifeforms that humanity had designed and created to carry out tasks all over
the solar system. It was worse even than that, though, because if all the
people were gone then that would mean all their culture would be gone.
Everything that humanity had ever done, every person who ever had a thought,
every painting, every war and every song would be gone forever and it would be as
if humanity had never existed at all.   


So maybe they had a point. Maybe Ram was being selfish by
objecting to what was being done to him. Maybe it really was his duty to
sacrifice himself for the good of the species. There was something good and
noble in that. A way of being truly useful.


Although, it was a shame that no one would ever know.
Even if he survived, which seemed doubtful, he would never be able to leave the
Project and he could tell no one what he had done, where he had been. It would
be nice for his parents, his friends and his fans if they could know why he had
died.


Either way, there was nothing that he could do about it
now he was on the ship. Incredible that he was in space at all. He'd always
wanted to see the solar system but from an early age, he'd known he'd never
pass the physical requirements for colonization. He would have had to become wealthy
indeed to pay for private passage somewhere and even then any colony or station
would have required him to undergo extensive surgery to remove the fat and skin
from his body. Even if that had been done he'd have had to have proved his
underlying psychological issues were addressed so his addiction to eating did
not continue.


He wondered what there would be for breakfast. He was
drifting off to sleep but there was something he had to do first. He would
remember what it was in a minute.


But visiting Mars would have been nice. Ram liked
visiting the colonies through Avar. The underdome plazas of the crater
communities were his favorite, showing that familiar yet not familiar sky and
Sun of Mars. Seeing Phobos pass overhead twice a day. Even now that he was
actually in space, he was heading far from any human colonies. Heading out to
beyond the fledgling outposts around Titan and the tentative, Artificial Person
staffed research station on Triton. Ram suspected that he would not survive the
intense training that he was about to face. And if he did, what would life be
like for him? He would be a permanent slave for UNOP in some way until his
mighty Artificial Person body fell apart in just a few years. The best he could
hope for was a life like Bediako, big but physical health suffering and mind rapidly
deteriorating.


He yawned, rubbed his eyes. Had an urge to go through his
usual nighttime habits, power down his equipment unless it was updating and
have a final snack. Lately, he’d been devouring a pack of spiced baked soya beans.
He missed them. 


Ram missed Avar.


Every day of his life, for twenty years, he had spent
time in Avar. Most days in the last ten years he'd spent almost all his waking
hours in Avar. Either practicing, playing competitive matches, or meeting
friends and colleagues, attending lectures or traveling to virtual environments
in second worlds or visiting real world places in real time. He'd been
experiencing his time on the ship as a prolonged Avar excursion and that was
okay. That was making things bearable. But by now, if he could, he'd be
switching up to go somewhere else. He'd go play some crazy zero-G deathmatches
in Delta4Niner, maybe man a machine gun nest in the squad based tactical
shooter Indonesian Civil War 7 or chill out with his buddies for a couple
of hours in their favorite tavern in 15th century Germany.


On the spaceship, though, it would always be the same
program. And, in the morning, it was about to get a whole lot worse.


He woke, heart hammering in his chest. Hands held him
down. A great weight on his chest. There was something over his face. 


Couldn't breathe. 


Ram bucked and writhed but his hands were pinned to the
wall behind his head. Someone held his ankles. 


“Shhhhhh...” a hot voice hissed in his ear. “You do not
deserve to be here.”


Mael.


Ram stopped moving. There was a cloth or something tight
over his face but he could just about see shapes moving beyond it. Ram could
just about suck a few mouthfuls of air through it. 


“That's it,” Mael's voice whispered. “Do not fight this.”


Were they going to kill him?


I'm bigger than any of them, Ram remembered.


Ram heaved himself up, pulling his elbows down, drawing
his feet up. The men holding him were not expecting his strength, perhaps, or
not expecting him to fight so hard. But Ram got one hand free and lashed out
with a fist, catching someone on the head or somewhere hard. It hurt Ram but
the other person cried out in pain or surprise. Exhilarated by his success he
kicked with one freed leg and thrashed it about until he connected with someone
else, knocking them down. I'm doing it, Ram, thought, I'm fighting them. 


Then someone hit him. The blow to the stomach was like
being run over by a train. It knocked the wind out of him, stole his breath.
They grabbed his limbs again, pinned him. 


“I told you not to fight this,” Mael said. 


They hit him again, the shock traveling through his body.
They punched or kicked his chest, then his stomach again. Ram's instinct was to
curl up into a tight ball but they held him stretched out. Someone threw the
towel or something over his face again and held it tight across him, pinning
his head down no matter how much he struggled. He could not have been more vulnerable.


Hands began grasping at his hips, tugging down his
shorts, fingers digging into his skin.


Mael’s voice shouted. “What are you doing?” 


The hands at his hips withdrew. 


Eziz answered. “I want to fuck him.”


Ram shouted but a blow crunched into his stomach. It
crushed his breath to dust. 


“And we will,” Mael was saying. “We all will. But let’s
not rush things. Plenty of time. It’s better this way. There’s months before we
reach the Orb. What else are we going to do at night? Leave his face.”


Again and again, they hit him in the body, the arms and
legs. He struggled to suck air through the towel over his mouth, eyes and nose.
Someone punched him in the balls so hard he thought his new testicles would be
ruptured. They dragged him off the bed, kicking and punching him. Ram curled up
in a ball, finally, and they rained blows down onto his back and kidneys. A
final flurry knocked him senseless.


When he came to, his attackers were gone. His door was
closed. 


Ram found himself on the floor between his desk and his
bed. He gingerly touched his head and chest. It hurt, all over his body. And
yet the pain was nothing like it should have been.


One of the benefits of being barely human anymore. 


He climbed back onto his bed, wincing and breathing hard.
He pulled up his top. The ridges and furrows of his abdominal muscles were red
and purple with bruises all over, mottled like an old bowl of tarka dal he once
left out for a month without noticing.


He looked at the door. Imagined throwing it open,
storming out after Mael and the others. Imagined finding Te and Sifa and Alina
and demanding their help. 


Instead, he lay on his side and curled up, pulling his
blanket over himself. 


He did not know how he would do it. But he knew that he
would hurt them back. 


 


 
















 


12. HELP


 


“How was your first night in the barracks?” Milena asked
as Ram sat down.


They were meeting face to face in a section on the
opposite side of the ludus ring. The room was small, set up as a counselor’s
office. Ram took a seat in a chair made for his size and Milena reclined in the
comfortable one opposite.


He looked at her closely, peered into her eyes. Her head
tilted professionally to one side, her eyebrows raised in open enquiry. They
probably taught that expression in counseling training, as if she was
interested in what he was going to tell her and as if she was prepared to
listen and be empathetic. But it was bullshit. She wasn’t there to help him.
She was trying to present a poker face but he could see anxiety in her eyes, he
was sure. She knew, no doubt about it, she knew. 


“I can’t fucking believe you can sit there and ask me
that,” Ram said, crossing his arms. They were so heavily muscled it was quite
uncomfortable and he uncrossed them. “You're monitoring everything that happens
to me. You tell me how things are going.”


“You're angry because something happened last night,”
Milena said. “Yes, we monitor everything. I noted your adrenaline and cortisol
spiking, your heart racing and all the other signs that you were undergoing
some exertion. What happened?”


“You know what happened,” Ram said, shuddering. “I don't
want to talk about it,” he said. “This place is crazy. Is this really the best
way to come up with the best fighters on Earth? Really? It's like one of those
college fraternity clubs from America. It's like an army barracks. It's like a
school or something. Who are these people? How can something so important be
entrusted to maniacs like these guys? Isn't there a better way?”


Milena looked Ram square in the face. “Mael attacked
you.”


“Of course he did. Him and his gang,” Ram said. “The
others even said he would, like it was inevitable, like what happened to that
woman Samira. Why put me in with someone like that? Do you want him to kill
me?”


Milena chewed her lower lip. “Why would we want that?”


“I have no protection in there. Make allies? Make allies,
you said. Those people were useless. No way they couldn’t hear what was going
on, did they bother to help me? Did they fuck. You have to help me. You’re here
to help me, right? So don’t just tell me to get allies, I need you to tell me,
right now, how I can defend myself against those psychopaths. What’s going to
happen tonight is that I will get another beating and worse and then what are
you people going to do? Why bother to bring me out here if you’re just going to
leave me to get beaten to death in my first week? This is crazy.”


“You're bigger than Mael,” Milena said, tapping on her
screen. “Bigger than anyone in the Sol System. Stronger, too, probably.”


“He's a trained fighter,” Ram pointed out, feeling a
little less annoyed, suddenly.


“So are you.”


“In Avar?” Ram laughed at the very idea of it. “He's done
it for real, his XP is all IRL. It's different.”


“It’s not so different. Avar was designed to be useful in
the real world, it provides analogous experience. It has been proven that
proficiencies in specific skills in Avar translate to proficiencies in the real
world. You know this. You just never put any of your thousands of hours of Avar
training into IRL practice before.”


“Exactly,” Ram said. “And look what he did to me.”


Ram pulled up his top to show her the bruising Mael and
the others had caused. 


But the mass of mottled purple that had covered his
abdomen that morning was gone, other than a touch of redness here and there
across the rippling muscles of his stomach. For a moment, Ram wondered if he
had dreamt the whole attack. His confusion must have shown. 


“If you were expecting to see wounds,” Milena said, “you
should remember that your new body has remarkably accelerated tissue repair
capabilities.”


“To help when we fight the Wheelhunter,” Ram said,
pulling his vest back down over his abs. He was almost disappointed that his
bruises were gone. They had been pretty spectacular and he'd never really had
any proper injury before and he’d been as bizarrely proud of them as he was of
his new genitalia. 


“No,” Milena said. “A Wheeler fight would never last long
enough for the healing effect to be noticed. And it was not designed to heal
major injuries but instead to facilitate faster recovery from the exertions of
training. You experience little delayed onset muscle soreness after training,
muscles recover faster when overloaded, skin stitches together rapidly if you
get lacerations in sparring and so on. If you break a bone or worse then you'll
heal quicker than normal, sure enough but you're still out for days or weeks the
same as anybody else.”


“Yeah, like Eziz, his fingers. He was one of the ones
that attacked me last night.” Ram did not wish to give voice to what Eziz had
threatened to do to him.


“He is one of Mael's true believers. He knows, for
certain, that Mael is humanity’s best hope. Stay away from him.”


“Sifa and Te told me about the others. The Chinese woman
called Jun with the neck like a guar. The American woman called Genesis looks
insane, an Ethiopian guy Gondar. They all attacked me together last night along
with Mael and Eziz, I’m sure of it. 


Milena’s face was stern. “Stay away from all of them.”


Ram couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “That’s almost
all the subjects in the ludus, there’s no way I can avoid them, you must know
that.”


Milena shook her head, her hair shining in the artificial
light. “You should have listened to Te and locked your door. That’s an easy fix
from now on and that will keep you completely secure after lights out.”


Ram sighed. “Yeah, alright, fair enough. I fucked up
there, I admit it. So I’ll be fine at night but what if they come for me
outside of that?”


In truth, he felt as though he could deal with a beating,
even being beaten to death. He realized just how frightened he had been about
being raped by Eziz and maybe the others. 


“You might mock but I also recommend that you continue to
seek protection from Alina and her allies, Sifa and Te Zhang. They are united
by their opposition to Mael's methods and from the fear of living and training
with him. Alina does not lead in the same way that Mael does, she is simply
astonishingly capable and intelligent and, although she may not seem it,
empathetic. But she's also disinterested in dominating and leading. A natural
draw for Sifa and Te who have no military background and also, somehow, appear
to have at least a little compassion in them and chafe at authority. They
believe in Alina's ability to beat the Wheelhunter and they are horrified at
Mael being humanity’s greatest hero.”


“What about the others?”


“Yes, Alejandra, Didem and Javi. They all have a tendency
toward social isolation or they flip back and forth between the two camps.
Really, they do what they can to stay safe from Mael’s violence.”


“It still seems crazy to me that he is allowed to behave
like this, dictate the whole show. Doesn’t Director Zuma want the rest of us to
be safe?”


While she tapped away again at her screen, Milena
shrugged, pausing with her shoulders up. “Why would she? All she needs, all the
Mission and Project needs is to produce a single great fighter who will defeat
the alien once we reach Orb Station Zero.” 


Ram sighed and sat back.


“Te Zhang has this theory about the origin of the
Wheelhunters. He says maybe they were manufactured by the Orb itself, through
manipulating human or earthling DNA.”


Milena smiled. “A persistent theory amongst the more
credulous guys in UNOP but it has been pretty thoroughly discredited. What
about the fact that the Wheelhunters arrive in a ship, through a kind of
hyper-advanced space warping drive? We see the alien spaceships arriving at the
Orb, so it’s not as if the Wheelers are on the ship. And yes, they have DNA and
RNA but their cell structure is different from eukaryotes. I’m no cell
biologist but I’m told there are minor but unmistakable differences in cell
structure. They have something equivalent to but different from mitochondria so
you can imagine the knock on implications for cell function. Even more than
that, the Orb has explained that we are fighting for the right to colonize
nearby systems. The Wheelhunters are being given star systems to colonize every
time they beat us.”


“That's just what the Orb tells us,” Ram said. “What if
it's lying? What if your intel people are messing up the translation?”


“For decades we've been building the biggest optical and
radio telescopes we can technically achieve and we're looking closely at our
nearest Sun-like stars. We're even sending microprobes toward these neighbors,
accelerating them to ten or even fifteen percent the speed of light toward
where these stars and their systems will be when the probes reach them. Indications
so far are that all our nearest sun-like stars have either terrestrial planets
around Earth masses or gas or ice giants with moons that are within an
acceptable Earth mass within the habitable zone for their parent star.”


“Every star near us has planets we could colonize?”


“As far as we can tell,” Milena said, nodding
emphatically. “Tau Ceti has three bodies we could colonize right now, if only
we could get there. A rocky planet with a surface temperature allowing liquid
water and a breathable atmosphere. It has a moon around an ice giant that is
.91 Earth mass and has abundant water and breathable atmosphere. Another planet
in the system has an atmosphere but it is very cold. Still, we could live on it
inside habitats, as they do on Mars. But it is more than habitability. Our
investigations suggest that there is electromagnetic activity of non-natural
origin in some of these systems. So, whole new systems that could be ours if we
beat the Wheelhunters. If we lose, they get the Solar System. That's what the
Orb Station tells us. Why should we doubt it?”


“And we're risking the future of humanity on Mael?” Ram
said. “A madman?”


“Mael, Alina and the rest of you, yes,” Milena said. “But
all of you are just the end point. There is a hundred years of the Project
behind you and the blood and toil of thousands upon thousands of people over
those decades. All working toward this aim, many without even ever knowing
about it. Did Zuma give you her line about how UNOP is a spear? Her heavy-handed
metaphor?”


“Don’t think so.”


“She likes to tell the subjects that, figuratively, you
are the point of the spear. We on this ship are the shaft of the spear. The
leaders of Earth and the rest of the solar system are the ones grasping the
spear and thrusting it toward that Wheelhunter that will be waiting for us
inside the Orb.”


“And Mael is the best of us? That guy is insane.”


“He suffers from significant psychopathology, yes,”
Milena said. “As does Alina. And yet they are the two best-performing people
ever studied in this program. Which you can take to mean they are the best
fighters in human history.”


“You admit he's crazy,” Ram said. “Not just him, either.
The others who attacked me, just because he said so, probably. Even Alina
seems, I don't know, like she's not really here. Like she's schizophrenic.”


Milena tilted her head to one side. “Why would you assume
that fighting prowess corresponds to sanity?” 


Ram opened his mouth. Then he closed it again. 


“Alina has her share of neuroses,” Milena said. “More
than most. But she was assigned an experienced driver to help her through the
fluctuations of her emotional state. That’s the main issue with her
performance. She has performed as well or better than Mael in most tests and
assessments. She has demonstrated faster reaction time, faster hand speed,
better decision making. She has lifted more weight, pushed heavier loads. She
has run at a faster pace, for longer than Mael ever has.”


“So how come she's not the favorite? Because she's
insane?”


“She’s not insane,” Milena said. “No one would get on
this ship if they were assessed to be a danger to the mission, not even Mael.
She is inconsistent, that's all. Alina is extremely intelligent but also has an
overabundance of empathy. She has a tendency to overthink things and also to
experience repetitive thinking. Combined with what I assume are unresolved
emotional problems, this leads to her lacking focus. Her performance is
unpredictable.”


“You said you assume she has unresolved emotional
problems? You don't know for sure?”


Milena shrugged. “I'm not her driver. I'm not privy to
their discussions so I don't know her specific conditions and I'm not
diagnosing anything. I'm just telling you what I have observed of her,
generally.”


“Even still, it just sounds as though you're saying she's
as mental as Mael.”


“She might be our Subject Alpha if it weren't for her
inconsistencies,” Milena said. “But Mael is different. He is absolutely driven.
He buys into our mission with every fiber of his being. He will drive himself
as hard as he can in order to be humanity's best hope for victory. The traits
that make him like this also contribute to his aggressiveness, his dominating
behaviors. His inability to let perceived slights go unpunished.”


“Why don’t you just fix him?” Ram said. “You guys have
the most incredible medical technology ever, I bet Dr. Fo could do something.
Doesn’t his driver control his hormones?”


Milena sighed. “If only it were so simple. A lot of these
behaviors come from what I would guess was an abusive home environment when he
was a child and I also know he has certain brain regions that are
underdeveloped. These could be genetic or brain damage from childhood but there
are areas of his orbitofrontal cortex that do not work as they should. And yes,
it would likely be possible to repair some of the brain damage. We could
restrict his testosterone uptake. Yet we could not oppress these socially
disruptive traits without impacting his performance. In fact, if anything we
should do everything we can to make him more aggressive, within reason.”


“The more of an asshole he is, the greater the chance for
saving humanity?”


She nodded. “A crude way of putting it but not
inaccurate.”


Ram leaned forward and rested his head in his hands. “So
what should I do? How do I survive another beating?”


“If he'd wanted to kill you last night, he would have
done. He might not actually have any homicidal tendencies toward you.”


“That supposed to make me feel better?” Ram said. “Is he
a rapist?”


Milena pursed her lips. “I suggest that you properly lock
your door every night. Even then, do not be alone if you can help it. Attempt
to woo Alina into friendship, although be careful not to annoy her because she
would make a bad enemy. Te and Sifa might protect you. I believe they are
engaged in sexual activity on most nights, although I don't know if they are
romantically involved. You might attempt sharing a room with one or the other
of them, or both of course, if they allow it.”


“Is Sifa trustworthy? She seems so friendly, it makes me
wonder.”


“Wonder if it is an act?” Milena said. “She certainly
uses her sexual charisma, extensive physical touching and so on, in order to
manipulate others. The extent to which it is a conscious strategy versus her
normal behavior, who knows.”


“You think it might be a tactical thing? What’s her
endgame?”


Milena shrugged. “What we do know is that every one of
the subjects, including you, is ultracompetitive. She might be messing with
people’s emotions on purpose or just screwing around, having fun. A couple of
the subjects have been hurt or offended by her sudden lack of attention after a
liaison. Perhaps she is callous or oblivious or perhaps she does not invest
herself emotionally in sex.”


“She sounds pretty great. But she’s kind of
intimidating.” Ram looked down at Milena. “Sexually.”


“Or you can attempt to begin a relationship with one of
the other heterosexual women, though most have arrangements that you might be
disrupting that might cause you additional problems. Of course, depending on
how fearful you are, you could attempt to strike up a relationship with one of
the homosexual men. Javi, I believe, could be persuaded if you treated him
right.”


Ram sat up straighter. “Are you kidding? I'm not gay, I
couldn't do that.”


“Why not? Are you saying you wouldn't trade sexual favors
with a man to save yourself from being beaten to death?”


Ram drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair. “Which
way does Alina swing?”


Milena sighed. “You’d be willing to have sexual
intercourse with her, even though Alina has remarkably masculine features and
physiology. If you can see past that, why not widen your options and give
yourself to the men, also? We’re all people, does it matter what shape our
genitalia is?”


“I don’t know, yes, it just does,” Ram said. “And Alina
is a woman, she has a woman’s voice. And, you know, she doesn't have balls.
Does she?”


“Only one way to find out,” Milena said. “I'm not certain
but I believe she has no especially strong feelings for men or women, although
she has had relationships with both. She is not an especially sexual person and
engages in it somewhat unemotionally.”


“You’re a psychologist, you must know I’d rather not
prostitute myself.”


She stared at him in disbelief. “You’d rather not? It’s
rarely a first choice for people, Rama. You don’t have to enjoy it, it’s a
transactional relationship. You can perform your own cost-benefit analysis by
asking yourself a simple question. Is your life worth less to you than a
fistful of blowjobs? Anyway, your nighttime bodyguard relationship does not
have to be based on sex. You could attempt to find some sort of reciprocal
relationship with anyone willing to risk the wrath of Mael in return for
something you can provide.”


“Okay, good, great.” Ram leaned forward. “What can I
provide?”


“I don't know, what can you?”


He sighed and sat back. “I don’t know. Maybe nothing.
I'll have to have a think about it.”


“Well, think fast, Ram, because our time is up. You have
to return to your fellow subjects. I believe it's resistance training this
morning.” She stood and folded away her screen. 


“Oh man,” Ram said, standing too. “Te Zhang said he's got
a bet riding on me lifting more weight than Mael today.”


Milena paused. “Interesting dilemma.”


“What is?”


“You might find that that body of yours is stronger than
Mael's. Demonstrate that fact in front of everyone then it might win you more
renown, more kudos, more social capital with Te and Sifa and Alina and the
others. It might even translate into increased protection for yourself. But
showing Mael up like that might drive him into a rage, might tip him over the
edge into wanting to truly damage you.”


Ram rubbed his face. “What should I do?”


“I think you should go for it. Give it everything you
have. Go quickly, you do not want to be late for Bediako. He's almost as dangerous
as Mael.”


 


 
















 


13. BREAKING


 


They had already begun when he arrived. The subjects and
attendants filled the long room, the ring section that contained the physical
training equipment. Some were pounding away on treadmills. Others were sitting
or lying inside bench and frame devices, pushing or pulling bars or handles
attached to straps and wheels. The room resounded with grunting and clanging
and whirring. Already it stank of sweat and warm plastic.


Bediako stood in the center of the action with his
human-sized support staff gathered about him like cubs around the mother bear.
Ram strode up to Bediako.


“Your timekeeping is appalling,” Bediako said, giving him
a cursory glance but pausing, allowing Ram a chance to object or make excuses.
Some distant memory of his early life in the crèche and nursery school rose up
and set off a long-dormant survival instinct. Ram was about to speak but he
held his tongue, sensing that it was a trap. Bediako made a tiny grunt before
continuing. “How much resistance training experience do you have?”


Ram knew he had to make an impression. He had to prove
his strength, prove he was tough. Still, he knew that being dishonest would do
no more than catch him out down the line.


“None.” It was the truth.


Bediako shook his head. The assistants all appeared
suitably horrified.


“You mean in all your precious Avar time you never taught
yourself weight lifting? Why not?”


Ram was about to explain that there was no reason to do
such a thing within Avar, where you use an avatar with whatever traits you want
but again he sensed he was being led into a trap of defending himself, at which
point his answers would be used against him. So he just gave what he hoped was
a neutral answer. 


“Just never did it.”


Ram watched Sifa laying on her back on a bench within a cube
frame, heaving a weighted bar up and down over her as if it was nothing. He
stared at her chest.


“How you came to be in my ludus, I will never know,”
Bediako said, as if he had a bad taste in his mouth. “Now I have to train you
on how to lift weights when I do not have time to spare to teach you everything
from scratch.”


“It's just lifting heavy stuff, right?” Ram said, staring
at Sifa and not paying enough attention to the words coming out of his mouth.
“How hard can it be?”


Bediako spun about, glaring. The assistants froze. The
subjects in earshot likewise ground to a halt.


Ram knew he'd made an error. 


Bediako stalked over to Ram. Even though Ram had to look
down slightly to maintain eye contact, he was suitably intimidated. “Really?”
Bediako said, in a voice so low it was little more than a growl. “You're asking
me to show you how hard it is, Rama? Is that what you want to know? I would be
delighted to demonstrate. Here, take a seat in this leg press machine. You will
learn today what hard work really means.”


Rama was put through his paces. Pushing, pulling,
heaving, squatting, lifting. The weights were great slabs of iron strung
together, lifted by pulleys as well as resistant, elasticated rods and stretch
cables. Ram heaved, strained and sweated for hours. His arms, legs, and
shoulders burned like fire. Again and again, he felt he could not go on but
Bediako was always there in his face, forcing Ram to do more, lift again, push
another repetition. Ram almost quit a dozen times, a hundred. But every time he
reached the end of his tether, he found another layer of strength.


Milena was in his ear. 


“You can do this, Ram.” She said it a hundred times. “You
can do this. Don't give up. This is how you beat them, they want you to fail.
They want you to be weak because it would confirm their preconceptions. Every
rep, every set, you show that you are one of them. Push through the pain. Your
body is capable. Your body is a miracle of science. Your body can do anything.
Your body can go on for hours. I'm helping you, increasing the right hormones
when you need them. You can do this, you have to fight. Push harder.”


At some point, he realized the other subjects were
standing around him. Some muttering, a few others speaking to him but he could
not make out their words. Most were silent, standing like grim, giant statues. 


After some time Bediako pulled him upright, someone
swiped a towel across his face and hands guided him to a new machine. Some sort
of frame over and around him. 


“This is the deadlift.” Bediako's voice. “Grasp the bar,
bend your knees, point your toes this way. Hips back, shoulders back. Do not
round your spine. Push your belly out, tense your core. Push your heels down.”
On and on, Bediako's voice barked out instruction. The weight on the bar grew and
grew. Ram's forearms ached, then they burned. His back spasmed and his grip
faltered, dropping the bar. His audience cried out, disappointed. Ram's vision
swam, misted, blurred.


“You can do this.” Milena, in his head. “You must focus for
this final effort, for this final weight.”


“Why?” Ram was not sure if he spoke aloud or just thought
the word. 


Milena answered anyway. “No one ever lifted this much,
not ever. So you must concentrate. Breathe.”


Bediako roared at him to try again, shouted to grasp the
bar and to lift.


Milena in his ear. “Push, come on, everything you got,
Rama. You can do this, you can do this.”


It was like pulling up a building by the foundations. The
weight of it dragged him down, all through his body, arms, back, thighs. He moved
it off the floor and up and up. His legs shook. A jolt of agony shot through
his back. His fingers slipped, hands opening, the bar sliding down toward his
fingertips. His neck, his shoulders quivered with the strain. Eyes squeezed
shut, sweat poured into them but the cries of encouragement swelled him.


Ram pushed up with his legs and pulled with everything
else. 


His knees locked out and he stood straight. He held it up
for a second before it slipped from his fingers. 


Ram fell. Hands caught him. Carried him out. 


 


***


 


When he woke, someone was there, over him. 


“It has been a good while since I saw someone
hospitalized for weight training.”


“Dr. Fo?” Ram said, blinking.


“Welcome back to my lair.” Dr. Fo cackled like a madman.


Ram rubbed his face and looked around.


“What happened? Where is everybody?”


“Oh, I don't know,” Dr. Fo said, shaking his head.
“Something about breaking a record. Why you barbarians insist on killing
yourselves attempting these arbitrary goals, I will never understand. They told
me you were different from these brainless thugs, they said you were an
educated man, wise beyond your years. Clearly, they were mistaken. As usual.”


“I feel fine,” Ram said, flexing his arms. “Can I go?”


“Yes, yes,” Dr. Fo said, waving a hand. “Your body can
process stress chemicals rapidly. Your skeletal muscle will be sore for a few
more hours. But you are mostly undamaged, all we did is rehydrate you. You're
free to go back to the training ring.”


“I'd have preferred to stay here for a few more hours. A few
more months, ideally. But okay, I'll head back now. Must be time for food
anyway. Thanks, Doctor.”


“I will take you,” Milena said, stepping forward as Ram
stood up. 


She was smiling. 


“What happened?” Ram asked. 


They spoke while they walked through the ring sections.


“You were magnificent,” Milena said, grinning. Her smile
was really something. 


“I broke the record?”


“Two records,” Milena said, touching her fingers on his
arm for a moment as they walked. “Heaviest weight ever lifted and the most mass
lifted over four hours, adjusted for the reduced apparent gravity on the ship.”


“I beat Mael's record? That's great.”


“The heaviest weight was Alina's record but yes. But they
weren't just onboard records, you beat every human who ever lived.”


“What about Artificial Persons? The ones engineered to do
asteroid mining and stuff.”


Milena would not meet his eye. “Obviously, not them. I
meant human records.”


“But I'm not human,” Ram said. “This body is not human.
It was grown, right? In an artificial womb or whatever, like vat meat.”


Milena sighed. “Alright, so it’s a gray area, Rama, just
accept that you broke a sporting world record and be happy.”


“Yeah, sure, okay, Milena. Take it easy.”


“I’m nervous,” Milena said. “Mael is angry, as you might
expect. Who knows what he will try tonight.”


“But you told me to try harder,” Ram said. “You were
playing with my chemistry the whole time, you pretty much forced me to beat
him. Why did you do that if it was only going to make things worse for me?”


“It should force Alina's hand,” Milena said. “She will
protect you now. Now that she sees you are worthy. And Sifa and Te will see
Mael's anger. You should have more protection from now on.”


“Should? Great. Thanks for looking out for me.”


“Don’t act like a child,” Milena said, her eyebrows
diving toward her nose. “Remember where you are right now. Remember where you
are going. Why we’re all here and what is at stake. Stop feeling so wounded, so
sorry for yourself. Accept this situation. Adapt. Learn. Survive. I will be
with you as much as I can be. Go, now.”


She pushed Ram through the door into the ludus. On the
other side, the ever-present, always-lurking ludus staff escorted him back to
the barracks. Bediako was nowhere to be seen.


When he stepped through into the barracks, the subjects
there in the central common area gave him a round of applause. They clapped and
banged their table tops and a couple of people even cheered. 


It was startling and almost overwhelming. Even Mael and
Eziz were clapping and grinning. He was touched, thinking that he had won them
over with his efforts. 


Until he realized most of them were doing it mockingly. 


“Hospitalized for weight lifting,” Gondar cried out,
laughing hard. “That body is a wonder.”


Te and some others shouted him down and congratulated
Rama for breaking the record. Ram mumbled his thanks and looked for somewhere
to hide. He decided to just go straight to his quarters. 


Alina sat hunched at the nearest of the three central
benches, watching a screen. Her enormous shoulders rounded, her voluminous
trapezius muscle bulging right up to her ears. She glanced up as Ram rushed by
her for the relative safety of his room. He wanted to test the locking system,
immediately.


“Rama,” Alina said, sticking out a palm the size of a
dinner plate. “Wait. Come, sit here. You broke my record. Sit with me, I said.”


“I don't know what happened,” Ram said, sitting down. “I
never even tried weight lifting before.”


Alina's gaze pierced his own. “Your driver drove you
senseless with hormones. I saw. We all saw.”


“She did. It was like I was in another world. Separated
from this one.”


“These hormonally induced states are powerful. When my
driver, Noomi, first took me to levels like that? It reminded me of the late
stages of the labor of childbirth. A powerful altered state of consciousness.”


Ram found it difficult to link the hulking, masculine
figure sitting opposite him with the act of childbirth. “Oh really? You have
kids back on Earth?”


Alina's eyes hardened. “You think I would abandon
children to come on this mission? What sort of person do you think I am?”


“I don't know, I mean, I'm sorry, I spoke without
thinking. You don't have kids, fine. Trying to get to know you, that's all.”


“Ah, I see now,” Alina said, nodding. “You were trying to
change the subject away from yourself. My driver said that you do that.”


Ram glanced around over his shoulder. No one was paying
much attention. “How does your driver know what I do?”


“The drivers all talk to each other. They all have access
to information we do not. I bet there is a great deal of information that they
know all about which is actively hidden from us.” She lowered her voice. “My
driver, Noomi, has an inquisitive mind. I am certain that they have access to
information that we do not have.”


Ram leaned in a little. “Like what?”


Alina lowered her voice, leaned over the table further.
“Like where they actually get these bodies from. No synthetic body ever grown
in the tanks looked and performed like ours. And like why there's so much
security on this ship, so many Marines that they hide from us. And like why,
when Mael killed Samira six months ago, are they only waking you up out of
stasis now.”


Ram stared at Alina. “What did you say?”


Te and Sifa came over together to sit at the table with
him and Alina. 


Six months?


“How are you feeling, Rama Seti?” Te asked, trying and
failing to keep a straight face. “Did she bring you down off that epi-cortisol
cocktail? Oh man, you were so off your tits on hormones, you were in another
dimension, bro. The juice dimension, right? On the other hand, you're
officially the strongest person who has ever lived. What’s that feel like? Got
to feel pretty good.”


He had been on the ship in stasis for at least
six months?


Alina tutted. “You cannot say a thing such as that with
any degree of confidence. There are countless untested people throughout
history who may rival our strength, many outliers.”


Te hesitated, clearly wanting to argue. Instead, he
laughed. “The human with the heaviest officially recorded deadlift, then, is
that alright?”


“But is he truly human?” Alina said. “Are any of us?”


They all stared at Alina.


“Not this again,” Te said, finally, throwing his hands
up.


“Where is your body coming from?” Alina asked Ram. 


“What? I don't know?” Ram said. “Where did your body come
from? Or yours?”


Six months of his life spent unconscious? 


“They were grown for us,” Te said. “Same way they grow
meat, same way they grow replacement limbs and organs. Same way they make Synthetic
Persons, by growing the tissues in the tanks using our stem cells.”


“We do not know that,” Alina said. “All we know is what Dr.
Fo tells us and what our drivers tell us and what they tell our drivers.”


“What else can it be?” Sifa said, flexing her arms in the
double front biceps pose, causing her already thin top to stretch further
across her breasts. Her nipples were erect. “Look at us. They grow these specially
designed bodies in womb tanks for us, they perform a transplant and here we are
with these bodies that are essentially synthetic versions of us.”


She lowered her arms, giving Ram a quick wink. 


“Yeah and here we are,” Te said, nodding. “They grow the
bodies in the tanks then sew our heads on later, Alina. Nothing to be concerned
about.”


“Wait a minute,” Ram said, lowering his voice and
glancing over his shoulder. “Alina, you just said something about Mael killing
someone six months ago. And me being in stasis. Six months ago on this ship?
How long exactly have you all been here?”


“Since we left Earth orbit?” Te said, blowing air through
pursed lips. “Mate, that was like, two and a half years ago.”


Ram closed his eyes.


“How can that be?” Ram said, holding his head. “They said
they cut off my head in my apartment. I just woke up here a few days ago. What in
the fuck did they do with my head for two and half years?”


“This is what I am saying,” Alina said, pointing at Ram
but speaking to the other two. “Director Zuma and Executive Zhukov claim to
have this policy of telling truth, always. But they do not tell us everything.
That is a lie by omission. A lie, all the same, is it not? They deceive us as a
matter of course.”


“I can’t believe this,” Ram muttered, rubbing his hands
over his shaved head. “Six months was bad enough but…”


“Maybe they do,” Sifa said, her voice harsh. “But what
more do we need to know in order to do our part? There are thousands of people
back on Earth who worked on this project, worked to get us here. Tens of
thousands. Hundreds of thousands. Not just on Earth. Researchers on Mars and
who knows where else. All working on their own jobs, all part of the larger
project, even if they never heard of UNOP. What about the other people on this
ship, do you think they know everything? The engineers work on the propulsion
system, the navigators do their jobs. The Marines protect us. You think that we
are special just because our jobs are near to the end of the mission?”


“Yes,” Alina said, deadly serious. “Of course we are
special. It is ultimately we who must fight the alien.”


“You only think that way because it's probably going to
be you that does the actual fighting,” Te said. “The rest of us are here to
make you do it as best you can, right? We're backup. We're redundancy.”


“And you are happy with this?” Alina asked. 


“I signed up, same as you,” Te said. “I knew what I was
getting into. You went through the same vetting and assessment stuff, right?”


“Yes but he did not.” Alina nodded at Ram. “So we are so
many, us twelve, we are training partners for the one who is the best. And also
we are redundancy. So, Ram was redundancy for Samira. They kept him on ice or something
like that until he was needed.”


Ram couldn’t believe it. “So you're saying my head was in
a freezer for all that time? So yeah, it’s like you were saying, Alina, why hook
me up now? Why didn’t they tell me this? My funeral must have been years ago.”


“Yes, you make my point,” Alina said. “Why, after we have
been eleven subjects for the preceding six out of the last thirty-three months
do they want to make us twelve again? And also, you know, if they had Rama
Seti's head back there this entire time?” She trailed off. 


“Maybe they have more,” Te said, staring unfocused at the
wall as if he could see right through the bulkheads of the Victory.


“Indeed,” Alina said. “How many heads do we have? And
what will happen to them if they are not needed? That is not acceptable to me,
ethically.”


“That’s what we’re saying,” Te said. “Ethics don’t really
matter for UNOP. Not with what’s at stake. Anyway, it doesn’t sound as though
Ram was conscious when he was on ice, right, bro?”


Ram shrugged. “Can’t believe it. How long until we reach
Orb Station Zero?”


“Nearly there,” Te said. The others nodded. “Three months
left for the outward journey. Few days in orbit and then we burn for home.”


“Do not think about home,” Alina said. “Only victory.”


“You know what Rama has got that we haven't?” Sifa said,
slyly looking between them. “Why they might have woken him up now, right at the
end? What are we doing again tomorrow?”


“Yes, possibly you are correct,” Alina said. “That could
be it. Perhaps they decided the group must improve our performance in this area
and produced for us an expert.”


“Expert?” Ram said.


“See, Alina,” Te said, clapping her on a massive
shoulder. “You're always looking for a nefarious purpose behind everything. A
secret cabal, a conspiracy. But there’s always a perfectly reasonable
explanation for everything.”


Alina scoffed at that.


“What are you guys talking about, what are we doing
tomorrow?” Ram said. 


“We know for certain that you will enjoy tomorrow's
activity,” Sifa said, patting him on the arm. “It’s Avar practice.”


 


 
















 


14. INTO AVAR


 


That night, with the door to his quarters properly
locked, Ram lay awake listening to the hum of the air conditioning and power
units, the major and minor vibrations that harmonized throughout the ship
constantly.


He could hear the occasional and faint murmur of voices
through the walls between the rooms. If he could hear voices from the room
beside him, surely that meant the night that he had been attacked, the others
in the barracks who he had considered his friends had decided to not intervene.
Perhaps they had not been woken by the commotion and but more likely it meant
that his new friends would not protect him, as Milena had suggested. So if Mael
and the others broke in or came for him somewhere else, Ram had to be ready to
fight for himself.


Unless he could change their minds about him. If he could
show how much value he could add to the mission through the Avar session the
next day, perhaps they would help him next time. 


On the other hand, he knew now that he couldn’t trust
anyone on the ship.


Ram checked the date on his screen again. He couldn’t
believe that he hadn’t done it before and it had taken a chance comment for him
to find out. Milena had not bothered to tell him. Dr. Fo had not told him, even
when given the opportunity, so it must have been a deliberate deception.


It had been 33 months since they took him from his
apartment. 33 months since they had left Earth orbit. They had cut off his head
33 months before they had woken him up.


Almost three years. 


He lay on his back on his bed and hunted through content
on the screen, searching articles and videos on recent world history that had
been transmitted to the Victory in flight. There was too much
information to take in and reading text from a 2D screen was so painfully old-fashioned
that he found the process irritating. The Victory used hardened computer
chips and ancient operating systems in space but kitting out even the
non-critical personal devices with it smacked of a conservative, almost ascetic
mindset. No doubt it was that smug Director Zuma and her love for ancient books,
the ludicrous, affected bastard that she was.


It was the same old shit, anyway. Pro-human terrorism
sweeping the globe with attacks on Artificial Persons labs in North America and
Europe especially. The pro-human movement was a strange collaboration between
religious lunatics of various denominations, leftwing civil rights fanatics,
biological purists and tedious moralists. Some focused on blowing up labs,
others on freeing APs to go live in remote sanctuaries where they could live
out their days in mindless, idiotic peace as if they were rescued farm animals.
Corporations everywhere were investing in space technologies and more and more
people were clamoring to their governments for additional colonies to be set up
on Mars and on moons, asteroids and artificial space stations. There were the
same old objections raised, how emigration from Earth would not solve Earth’s
problems, there were hysterical Left Behind groups who demanded that the
disadvantaged of Earth could not be left to become even more of an underclass
after all the best and brightest were selected for colonies and research
outposts.


Ram looked for references to Orb Station Zero and the
United Nations Orb Project. He was amazed at how much information was in the
public domain but it was swamped by the sheer volume of data. There were so
many conspiracy theories, especially related to humanity’s sudden and rapid
leap into becoming a spacefaring civilization, that the UNOP content was just
one set of data amongst the relentless opinions of billions of people, everyone
shouting and no one listening.


He struggled to wade his way through the ocean of
bullshit but he could not keep his eyes open for long. He stuck his hand down
his shorts and had a half-hearted attempt at jerking himself off but he wasn’t
in the mood and, anyway, it felt weird. It was like someone else’s dick in his
hand. It wasn’t even his own hand, for that matter.


Soon enough he was woken up by the light in his room
brightening automatically and a chiming alarm tone growing louder and closer
together. The noise stopped when he stood up.


Te Zhang banged hard on his door and shouted through it
to hurry up, have a shower and come eat your fucking anabolic breakfast, mate. 


After showering, he stood naked in front of his steamed
up mirror, trying to reconcile the sight of the monstrous bodybuilder physique
and how he thought about himself. He gave up and got dressed. Someone was
filling his drawers with fresh clothes when he was out. At least the barracks
was five star rated.  


When they sat down in the mess hall, Ram noted how the
room was divided physically between those that were in Alina's camp versus Mael
and his band of bastards. A couple of subjects held themselves apart so
presumably they were not taking sides.


“Big day for you,” Te said, spraying crumbs from his
mouth while he tore into a whole loaf of bread. “We're all expecting great
things.”


Ram swallowed a mouthful of micronutrient tablets and
washed them down with the protein drink assigned to him. 


“In Avar?” Ram said. “You've all been in your Avar dozens
of times in the last three years.” He did not bother to keep the bitterness
from his voice. 


Milena would have heard that and yet she said nothing.
She had not spoken since he left the barracks and yet Ram knew she would be
listening. It was an odd feeling, being watched and listened to during every
waking hour. Was this how his ancestors felt about their gods? Always on edge,
watching what they said. 


“We have been using Avar,” Sifa said. “Even before we
were transplanted onto our bodies, Avar was a vital part of the selection and
training process back on Earth. We have hundreds of hours in Avar.”


“How do you train with it?” Ram was excited to be going
into an Avar device. He'd never been out of one for more than a day or two
since he was a kid and he was itching to get back into one. The urge to link
himself up and disappear into a second world writhed through him and he tried
to remember that he had to be sure to impress everyone, as much as possible.
Other than brute strength, it was the only possible thing he could excel at in
the ludus. “What are the programs you use?”


“It's not the kind of shit you're used to,” Te said. “We
don't get to fly fighter planes or do giant ancient battles or whatever.”


“That's a shame,” Ram said and he meant it.


“I know, man,” Te said. “We should get them to sort us
out some free hours on them things, we’ve argued we should get downtime, visit
simulations of a tropical beach or a forest or something at least, surely that
has a therapeutic effect, right? But no, Bediako and Zuma just want simulations
of the alien fight. Over and bloody over again. We change the variables, change
the tactics. We get smacked down, we respawn, we try something else, we get
smacked down. We’re all really good at getting killed. But that’s all we get to
do.”


“You will love it,” Sifa said, grinning. “Hurry and eat
your breakfast.”


“Drink your protein shake, bro. Get that shit down you.”


Later, they gathered in the Avar section of the Ludus
Ring. Just looking at the machines, in two rows of six along the center of the
room, gave Ram a thrill. The chairs were bigger than the normal ones, even his
own custom made one in his apartment, designed to support the weight and mass
of his flesh in comfort.  The other equipment was in proportion. The gloves
attached to the chair arms, the boots at the foot of the chairs, the glasses
and headset sitting ready to be lowered onto the heads of the users. Most
commercial chairs were sold in flashy colors but in the Avar section of the Victory,
everything was done in tastefully black synthetics and edged in delicate
silver. 


“You know the drill,” Bediako said, his voice echoing
around the Avar machines. “We'll run individual simulations to start and team sessions
at the end. The usual variables. Take your seats and do not disappoint me
again.”


“Why was he disappointed?” Ram whispered to Sifa. 


“When is he not?” she whispered. “That's your chair over
there.”


“The dead woman's chair,” Ram said. The one called Samira
who had died six months before. 


“What are you assholes gossiping about?” Bediako shouted
at Ram. “Sit in your chair, Rama Seti. Or perhaps now you've had a taste of the
real world you're afraid to go back into the fairy tale one?”


What's real about all this shit? Ram wanted to say but he
knew an argument would be giving the bastard what he wanted so he held his
tongue.


The chair and equipment were first class. The materials,
the finish spoke of enormous investment, clearly custom made with extraordinary
care. The joins between the softer sections and the harder ones blended so
smoothly that it was difficult to determine with the naked eye. Every surface
was scrupulously clean, as if it was new, which was certainly not the case for
his own Avar chair. Ram had paid a fortune for his device, choosing the top of
the line at every opportunity, taking the best available for every optional
extra. He'd scanned his body in a hundred poses, standing, stretching - as best
he could - sitting, laying down. His chair was molded for his body, for the
rolls and folds of fat that spread in all directions when he lay down. He'd
chosen the very best massage components and software which would help him to
avoid bed sores and circulatory conditions. Even so, his home chair was not as
sleek as the one under his fingertips.


“Rama Seti.” Bediako's voice shook him out of his revere.
“Are you going to sit in that chair or fuck it?”


“What? No, I'm going to—”


“Sit down, you idiot,” Bediako roared. 


Ram eased himself into the chair to the sound of
laughter. It was irritating. He had wanted to look professional but already he
was looking like an idiot.


Everyone else was getting hooked in. He slipped his hands
into the gloves and the boots. They had redesigned the chair for him. It all
fit perfectly. Every finger was fully enclosed and touching the inside surface
of the gloves and nowhere was too tight. The headset must have been molded to
his head when he was unconscious because it slipped on like a second skin and
the temple contacts aligned perfectly with his subdermal implants. He should
have thought of it earlier but the chair seemed so new because it had been
repurposed to match his new body.


Everyone seemed to be jumping straight in so he pushed down
on the activation switches inside the little fingers of both hands
simultaneously and focused on clicking his implants on. Ram had logged into
Avar more than four thousand times in the previous decade so it was like stepping
into an old pair of shoes or sliding into a hot bath. Although, for Ram, there
was no equivalent activity that was as familiar and as comfortable to him as
the slipping out of the real world and into the virtual one. The “shared dream”
of Avar, although the famous marketing slogan fell down as a true analogy because
the second world was fully programmed and hosted by a powerful server rather
than a human mind. 


Avar was a multiuser space, though, that was the “shared”
part and Rama uploaded into the lobby while the others joined, faded into
existence into a square room with dark walls. Bediako was there with the
others, already shouting out orders as the figures filled the room. 


Everyone's avatar was an exact copy of their real life
body. Which was almost unknown in the Avar world, unless you were on one of the
servers that demanded such a thing and they were pretty niche. Even if you made
your avatar in your own form then you would make improvements. Make yourself
thinner, bigger, taller. Change your hair or features. Most people went further
and changed their form entirely. You weren't limited to your own gender, of course
but nor would you need to appear fully human, depending on the competition.
Some in Ram's co-operative favored anthropomorphic animals of various kinds,
especially in social situations. In the deep servers, you could find avatars of
the most insane and terrifying forms imaginable, often doing unspeakable things
to each other.


But as he spawned in the loading space, everyone around
was an exact copy of themselves in the real world even down to the thin,
stretchy clothing covering their ludicrous musculature. The Avar generated
lobby had twelve doors around the four walls, each with the subject's name on
it. He saw his own, SETI, on one across from him. 


“Finally,” Bediako’s avatar said. “We'll start off with
the Wheeler dialed down to thirty percent and you can take it from there.
Listen to your drivers, they've been working on your approaches and they'll
have suggestions ready to feed to you. Rama Seti, we're all expecting great
things. We are all prepared to be impressed.” Laughter, both good natured and
nasty, filled the Avar space. “Now, go on, get out of here and tear those
things apart.”


Te and Sifa patted Ram on the shoulder as they went to
their doors. Everyone was opening them with a waved hand and stepping through
into a large open space, their avatars froze and faded into nothing, the doors
closing behind them. Loading points. Conscious of Bediako's contemptuous,
amused glare, Ram waved open his own door and stepped through.


The loading was smooth, no stuttering at all and he came
out into a space he recognized at once. 


An exact replica of the arena in the Orb, just as he'd
expected it to be. The domed ceiling was far above and the far side was barely
discernable. 


“Ram,” Milena's voice in his head. “How are you?”


He wanted to confront her about being kept unconscious
for 33 months or whatever but he was too angry to do it virtually. Ram would
wait until he could look her in the eye and see her squirm about lying to him.
That was the least he could hope for and he meant to have it. 


“Great,” Ram said. “So how do we do this?”


“I'm sure you can guess,” Milena said. “I'm sure the
others explained it. This is a combat simulation. You versus the alien entity.”


“Just like that? No discussion of tactics or training on
how to fight from Bediako or one of the others?”


“I'm here to tell you about tactics. And you'll have
plenty of time to learn how to fight. I think we're all curious to see how you
do without any training. Now, go to the middle of the arena.”


Ram started walking, out to the center. The curving edges
of the circular walls around him arced up into the domed roof above. It was
like being a tiny ant walking around underneath an upturned bowl. 


“You think I'm going to apply my Avar fighting experience
to this simulation.”


“Exactly. But more than that, I'm excited to see the
extent to which your virtual experience will carry over into your real world
body.”


“Yeah, you know, I'm not sure about that. My usual avatars
have specific powers and abilities that have no real world counterpart. In one
of them, I had the ability to jump a distance of twenty meters without tiring.
Another one I had arms that were machine guns in a dieselpunk fantasy version
of the Great War. I fought with swords and assault rifles in zero-g vertical
structures. I've been a rampaging bear, fighting groups of armed peasants in
medieval Europe. You think this stuff has any real world application then
you're deluded.”


Ram reached the center of the space and waited for the
game to start. Everyone else must be in their own virtual spaces, running
concurrent simulations. 


Milena scoffed. “Stop making excuses. Stop preparing for
failure. I've seen you play with avatars just like the body you're in now and
I've seen you do amazing things with them. Your body, the one reclining in an
Avar chair right now? That is simply another avatar for you. Or that is how you
should see it. You have the skills, you have the experience. You simply must
now apply it to this form, within this simulation and out in the real world, on
the Victory.”


Ram looked around at the huge half dome arena. The light
was strange, glowing artificially from no specific light source.


“Easy for you to say,” Ram said. “If I die in Avar then I
respawn. Or I turn off the Avar and I'm fine. That's not going to happen when I
fight an alien, is it.”


Milena paused before replying. 


“Ram, you know there's no chance you'll fight the alien.
For all that I believe in you, and I truly do, you have no chance to perform as
well as even the lowest performing subjects on the ship. I'm sorry but that's
the way it is. You will, however, be fighting them in sparring and I want you
to know that you needn't be afraid. We have a world class medical staff here,
as you know. If you get hurt, even seriously, you'll wake up in the medical
ring again. That's just like respawning, right?”


Ram sighed. “That subject Samira was killed by Mael and
she didn’t recover, did she. And there were those terrorist attacks on the facilities
before, back on Earth. Training accidents with potential subjects. This isn’t
exactly a risk-free situation, is it.”


“Yes, it’s terrible. Now shut up and look. There's your
opponent.”


Across the arena, a fifty-meter section of the smoky,
swirling wall faded, like a bubble popping in slow motion. 


And there was the creature.


It rolled through the wall opening, which closed behind
him and it rolled forward. Seeing it on the screen and seeing it before him was
completely different. On the screen, it had looked like a bizarre and absurd
creature. In person - for Avar was as close as simulacrum as was possible - it
was a wholly different feeling. 


It was a creature from a nightmare. An unnatural, unknown
entity, something with no relationship to anything on earth. Three meters tall,
from footpad to footpad. It was massive, weighing perhaps half a ton to a ton
on Earth, a little less in the lower gravity of the Orb and the ship.


“That thing is really something,” Ram said. “Looks like a
psychotic wind turbine fucked a bunch of bananas.”


“You have a couple of minutes before it reaches you but
you should prepare for when it does.”


“What's the deal with the parameters Bediako was talking
about?” Ram said, stepping a few paces back and forth while swinging his massive
arms around. He kept his eyes on the Wheelhunter the whole time. It was
mesmerizing. 


Milena, her voice calm, sounded inside his head. “The Wheelhunter
top observed speed was estimated as forty kilometers per hour. It accelerates
up to that speed in three seconds. Its impact damage is estimated at a range
between a thousand and three thousand newtons, depending on the point of
impact. Without downgrading these abilities, you would have no chance of
survival. Even at thirty percent of baseline speed and strength, you will
probably be killed immediately, first of all. In the game.”


It rolled forward, its feet flap-flapping against the
smooth black floor with a solid flood. 


“That all sounds great. So, what do I do? What abilities
does it have?”


“Abilities? It is not constrained by the restrictions
they design in enemies in commercial Avar games. It can do anything that it can
physically do based on observations of the previous three missions. The version
you see before you is programmed with the range of movement that we have seen
but we can change the variables so that it can do more than we have seen. But
really, we can merely predict based on the limited examples we have and then
extrapolate potential behaviors from there. For example, the Wheeler tends to
accelerate once it closes to around thirty meters and that is usually how we
run these simulations. That doesn’t mean that it will next time.”


“Great.” 


The Wheeler was still around a hundred meters away so Ram
stepped backward. The great yellow thing rolled on. 


“That's right,” Milena said. “Keeping your distance is a
perfectly viable strategy.”


Ram kept walking backward. “Do they get tired?”


“No one knows. The battles never last long enough for us
to know what stamina it has but presumably the wheel design improves
efficiency. It may have limitless endurance for all we know.”


Ram was approaching the wall behind him so he moved
sideways along it. The Wheelhunter rolled onto its side, like a bike taking a
bend in the road. The arms rolled over and over, the long fingers with their
oversized knuckles flexing. 


“So I can run around this arena all day and the
simulation won't get tired?”


“I can change the parameters if you wish. I can make the Wheeler
slow down, tire, become weaker. We do these things with regularity, testing
every variable. The AIs have been running simulations for years, with and
without human controlled subjects. We have so much data but few factors to feed
in at the start. There are so many potential variables that it is difficult to
draw firm conclusions.”


“But what are the best strategies assuming that we have
seen everything that it can do?” Ram kept his distance and the alien matched
his pace. “Surely there are common solutions?”


“Depends on the parameters we set for the alien. Depends
on the skills of the subject. With the current settings and your lack of
ability, you may as well attempt to tackle it head on.”


“Inspiring, thanks. Okay but it doesn't have a head. What
are the weaknesses?” 


Ram slowed his retreat a little, allowing the alien to
gain on him. It came to within eighty meters. 


“We don't know if it has any. Our assumption has often
been that the ball and socket joints are the weakest parts of the anatomy.”


“What about the central section? Is that its head?” Ram
slowed further, ready to react if he had misjudged the distance but he thought
it was about sixty-five meters away. 


“The hub is surely where the control takes place. If it
has a brain, and it must surely have something like that, then presumably that
is where it will be. Well protected. It has eight joints around the outside of
it for one thing. That’s a lot of sturdy bone structure. Imagine a pelvis with
eight limbs and a brain and all the other organs inside. Must be tough to
damage them.”


Ram was beginning to understand why everyone who had
faced it before had failed.


“Alright then.”


When the steadily cartwheeling alien reached forty meters
away, he took a deep breath.


“Come on, Ram,” Ram said, speaking to himself. “It’s just
Avar.”


He sprinted toward the Wheelhunter.


In his chair, in the Avar room, on the spaceship Victory,
his body would be barely twitching.


His simulated body was powerful and he charged the
distance in just a couple of seconds. The alien covered more than half the
distance for him and the thing was upon him. The huge, flat-topped footpads
rolled up over Ram's head height, crashing down toward him one after the other,
as if mechanized, a conveyor belt. Each foot was bigger than Ram's head, solid
and heavy enough to crush his skull like an eggshell.


The skin covering it was a crazy, slightly mottled canary
yellow, with mustard splotches and darker patches like an old banana. Tiny
bumps, nodules small and large, covered every part. Ram reached up and caught
the edge of the next footpad. His hands wrapped around two edges and pushed
back, trying to stop it. 


It was too much. The weight and momentum of the thing
rolled on, pushing down, buckling Ram's arms and knocking him down before he
could react. He looked up in time to see a three-fingered hand, each finger
with three bony knuckles, come whipping down into his face. The blow knocked
him down hard, he fell back off his feet and hit the ground hard, smacking the
back of his skull onto the black floor.


The last thing he saw was the underside of the footpad
crush his face.


“No!”


His vision whited out and when he came to, he found he
had respawned. On the far side of the arena, the wall faded open and the Wheelhunter
rolled out again. 


Ram was breathing deeply, his mind forgetting momentarily
that none of it was real.


“That wasn't bad.” Milena's voice in his head. “I've seen
worse first attempts.”


Ram quickly shook off the horror of the first person
death experience.


He had a lot of practice. 


“If it wasn't for your passionate encouragement, Milena,
I don't think I could go on.”


She did not laugh. She was all business. “Next time, try
moving your body to one side as you grasp the underside of the foot.”


“Alright.”


“And if you give me a little warning, I can help you by simulating
what I would do in real life with your hormones. I'll adjust your strength and
speed, replicating the surges of adrenaline and testosterone I can provide to
you on the Victory.”


“You sure can.”


“Shut up and concentrate,” she said.


Time passed strangely in Avar. Another way in which the
technology is like a dream state. One can sometimes spend what seems to be
hours deep within only to find mere minutes have passed in the real world.
Likewise, a full day could pass in the blink of an eye but your Avar settings
or your rumbling belly will let you know that you should eat, drink and
urinate. That first session in the Orb arena simulation, Ram went without a
break for eight hours. Another record on the UNOPS Victory. 


Inside, he and Milena ran through techniques, different
approaches, angles of attack. Milena paused the Wheeler in motion a hundred
times so Ram could get a close look at the way it moved, its point of balance
at any one moment, the range of motion in each of its joints. He died thirty-four
times but it was never enough.


“I have to stop,” Milena said, yawning in his ear. “And
so should you. You need to eat regularly to maintain your muscle mass. It's
dinner time.”


“Already? Can we just try one more thing?” Ram had not
done enough, he was sure. He had died so many times, he had barely landed any
significant kicks, punches or holds on the alien all day. 


“I'm sorry, Ram,” Milena said. “I never could keep up
with you. Not that anybody could. We'll pick it up again in a couple of days.
Tomorrow I think you have sparring. Real world sparring. You should get some
rest.”


He hesitated. He really wanted to have some sort of
victory to go back to the barracks with. He needed it. “I'll be okay by myself
for a while, you can go eat.”


“No,” Milena said, her patience clearly evaporated. “I'm
about to disconnect you. You won't be able to play. And listen, I hope you're
feeling pretty good right now. You should be. You've done some good work here
today, I can't wait to work on more tactics with you. But this is the virtual
world and you've got real world problems to deal with. Just now, while you were
training, one of the other drivers came in and told me that Mael and his
followers are going to try to injure you tomorrow. They'll break one of your
limbs, put you in the medical center. Maybe worse.”


“Fuck.” Ram forgot the alien.


The arena gamespace dissolved and Ram found himself in
the empty lobby.


“What should I do?” He disconnected, transitioned back
into his body.


“You're going to have to try to hospitalize one of them first,
before they can do you. Scare them off.”


“Hospitalize one of them?” Ram sighed, suddenly feeling
tired. “In sparring? Come on, seriously?”


“If you have to do it in sparring, I suppose you might
get lucky. But I'd suggest you try breaking into one of their rooms tonight,
break a leg or an arm, smash their face in a little. Maybe Jun’s, she’s the
smallest and she sleeps heavily.”


“You can’t be serious.”


“It’s time for you to stop hesitating. Stop looking for a
way out. This is your reality, they have their sights set on you, you must
attack first. Considering what happened to Samira, it might be the only way you
get out of this alive.”


 


 
















 


15. LOVE


 


They applauded him when he walked into the mess hall.
Most of them were laughing, some kindly, some with open malice. Clearly, it had
already become a sort of in-joke with the subjects to do this. It was clear
that they lacked proper entertainment.


Eating at his bench, Mael fixed Ram with his typical leer
and leaned sideways to mutter something to Genesis. The American woman laughed
and nodded deliberated at Ram, curling her lip as she did so. Ram turned his
back on them as he marched to retrieve his food.


All the while, the place between his shoulder blades itching
at the thought of them stabbing him in the back with a plastic piece of
cutlery.


“Thank you for the sarcastic applause,” Ram said as he
sat down at Alina, Te and Sifa’s table with his vast mounds of food. Pasta with
a chili tomato sauce plus a loaf of unleavened bread the size of Alina's
anterior deltoid. “What did I do this time?”


“What do you mean sarcastic?” Sifa said, as if she was
genuinely confused.


“You were in that thing for eight hours straight, man,”
Te said.


“So?” He wasn’t really listening. The thought of having
to attack one of Mael’s men was distracting.


“We do four-hour sessions in Avar,” Sifa said.


“Four hours?” Ram asked, glancing at Mael from under his
eyebrows. “How come it’s so short?”


Te and Sifa exchanged a look. Alina had her massive upper
body hunched over her dinner and kept pounding it down without looking up.


Sifa answered. “Our Avar performance peaks after the
first hour and then starts dropping after three. A lot of us are clutching it
out from even before then.”


“Why's that, though? It's not as if you can get tired in
Avar.”


Te scoffed. “Are you crazy? It tires your mind, doesn't
it? You're still thinking, focusing, hard for hours. All your focus, all your
mental strength focused on the moment. All the mental computations your brain
is carrying out is focused on what is happening right now and also projecting
into the future, constantly assessing variables and recalculating, adapting. It
is a hyper-alert state. You know what we mean, you've been there.”


Ram nodded. “Okay.” He glanced sideways at Jun, who was
guzzling her protein shake. Could he really break into her room and snap her
leg in the night? He didn’t think he had it in him.


“He doesn't understand,” Sifa said to Te. “Rama Seti, all
of us here, apart from you, are used to fighting in the real world.”


“Sure.” Jun might have been the shortest subject but she
was still around 7 feet tall and she was stocky like a rhino. And she could
easily throw him across the room and break him in half if she caught him. 


“Real world fights don't last long,” Sifa was explaining.
“We're from all different fighting leagues and we are used to specific rules.
Some of them have three rounds that last for two or three minutes each. Others favor
ten or fifteen rounds but usually they get boring by the end so they're not so
popular. Eziz and Te used to do unlimited fights, no rounds, no time limit. How
long did they last, Te?”


“My record was forty-one minutes but a few went over an
hour. Most were between one and twelve minutes long. At those kinds of
intensities, it doesn’t matter how fit you are, you just get too tired.”


“Physically tired,” Ram said, pointing with his spoon.
“You don’t get mentally exhausted.”


“But we do,” Sifa said. “Which is why we are limited to
four hours in the Avar. We are not used to concentrating at that intensity for
that long. And yet you do it so easily. Obviously, it's your experience doing
it for a profession but it is still impressive. We were watching you after we
finished, you were really going for it. You died so many times, that takes a
toll, too, even though we know it's not real.  So, that's why we were
applauding you and it was not sarcasm.”


“I see,” Ram said, cautiously. “It is easy for me, you’re
right and I could have kept going. Reason I didn't is because Milena pulled me
out.”


“Oh yeah?” Te said, nudging Sifa. “I wish Milena would
pull me out, know what I’m saying? Tasty little piece, that bird, yeah you guys
know what I’m saying.”


Sifa elbowed him in the chest. “It is good that she
stopped your session, she is taking care of your mental health.”


“Listen,” Ram said, leaning forward and lowering his
voice. “I have to tell you something. It wasn't that. She said the other
drivers had warned her about something. An attack. On me. Mael and his crazies
are going to do me, probably tonight. They're going to cripple me, put me out
of action. Fuck me up for good.”


Alina tensed at once, her head shot up, blue eyes burning
bright. “They cannot stand to see anyone but Mael succeed,” she said, her voice
a hiss. “They are fanatics. It is for the human race, they say. All morality
must be put aside so that the great Mael can save humanity from destruction.
The fools. Is that what humanity is about, is it?”


Te whispered back at her. “Alina, you know my feelings
about those fuckers but I kind of agree with their thinking. We all do, right?
That’s what we’re doing with this whole mission. We're all putting everything
aside, our futures and our ethics included, so that humanity can keep on making
whatever stupid decisions it wants to make.”


Alina looked for a moment as if she wanted to crush Te's
face in. 


Instead, she relaxed, rolled her head with her eyes
closed. When she opened them, she appeared in control of herself again.


“You can each of you do what you wish,” she said,
speaking deliberately. “I am not putting aside my own humanity in order to save
everyone else. I will not do so.”


Te clearly disagreed and started to say so but Sifa
placed one huge, long-fingered hand upon his arm and he fell silent.


Ram ventured a question. “If you feel that way, Alina, if
you don’t mind me asking, why did you even sign up to this?”


She snorted a mirthless laugh. “Believe me, Rama Seti, I
ask myself this question more every day that I am on this ship.”


Sifa spoke in a low, even tone. “Forget ethics, what
about this warning from Milena?”


“They can’t get into my room,” Ram said. “Not with the
doors locked.”


Alina jumped in. “Electronically controlled locks are
worthless. They may be able to override the doors.”


Te sneered. “Shut up, Alina, Mael can’t do that. If he
could do that he would have done it already, stop trying to bring him into your
little circle of paranoia, will you?”


“I had locks on my apartment back in Delhi. Best money
could buy, pretty much. Somehow I still ended up here.”


“Alright then, mate, what are you going to do if they do
come for you?”


Ram sighed. “Try to hurt one of them before they come for
me. I reckon I can land a few blows, maybe hurt someone bad enough that I gain
their respect.”


Te and Sifa shook their heads. Alina turned away in
disgust. 


“Bro, seriously.”


“You would only make it worse.”


“Right but Milena says I have to try.” 


“You couldn’t hurt any of them, no offense, brother.
They’d fucking mash up your biscuits.”


“You need to protect yourself,” Sifa said.


Ram sighed. “Yeah, okay. Maybe I can, I don't know, maybe
I can stay somewhere else tonight?” Ram tried to avoid looking at Sifa but he
failed. 


“Oh, I see, man,” Te said, chuckling. “You want a go on
my girl, here, is that it?”


Rama mumbled denials. Sifa smiled and reached across the
tabletop to pat Ram’s hand. Yet she did not volunteer any actual help beyond
perhaps sympathy and a hint of affection. He did not blame her for not jumping
to defend him, to put her own body in the way of his. They barely knew each
other and Ram was clearly not worth saving. His continued presence on the mission
was far from vital and he couldn’t help but conclude they had consciously left
him to be beaten the last time.


He smiled as if he was being understanding, though he was
deeply disappointed that he would not be having sex with her.


“Stay with me tonight,” Alina said with her mouth full of
pasta, not looking up. “Survive the night, at least, if they try this thing.”


“Are you sure?” Ram said. “Thank you for—”


“It is no solution,” Alina said, cuffing the tomato sauce
from her lips. “If this plan to break you is true, as the drivers say, if Mael
is denied on one night, he will get you on another. We have seen this. Many
years now, we have seen this.”


“He’ll just have stay with you every night, eh, Alina?”
Te said, nudging Sifa who grinned. “Maybe you should get married.”


Alina did not smile. “If not in the night, Mael will get
you somewhere else. The steam room, the ice baths, the counseling rooms,
medical, the corridors. It will not end unless something happens. Something must
change. You both know this. We all know this.”


“What can we do, then?” Sifa said. “We don’t want you to
get killed, Ram. Samira was bad enough. Even though you’re not really, you
know, one of us.”


She was right, he had no reason to be there. Still,
hearing her say it did make him feel bad.


Alina kept her voice low but the tone of it made Ram's
hair stand on end. “Perhaps it is time that I destroy him.”


“No,” Sifa whispered, horrified.


Te leaned in, face darker than usual while he muttered.
“Alina, you'll bloody kill each other.”


“And where will that leave humanity?” Sifa whispered, her
voice an angry hiss. “The people on Earth, the colonies, maybe all life on our
home planet for all we know. You need to save yourself for the Orb fight. As
much as I dislike to admit it, if it is not you fighting the Wheelhunter, we
must have Mael as Subject Beta. We need you both. Humanity needs you both.”


“Perhaps I will crush Mael’s skull before he sees me
coming,” Alina whispered, staring at her hands, still holding her cutlery. “I
would need some sort of weapon stronger than his skull, however, which makes
this plan difficult to carry out. I could obtain a bone saw from the surgical
section or someone could fetch it for me.”


“Do not,” Sifa warned. 


“This is crazy, why don't the bosses step in to help me
out?” Ram asked, lowering his voice. “If Milena knows and the drivers know then
why doesn't Director Zuma and that guy Zhukov and whoever else step in and stop
it? Are they willing to let me die?”


Te shrugged. “Seems crazy, sure, but that's the way they
are. They're into the whole Techno-primitivism thing. If every one of us gets
killed in the ludus, by each other, then they would know that whoever is left
at the end is the most worthy and should be the one put forward for the final
fight. Director Zuma is the one pushing it. It’s the ultimate meritocracy.
They're willing to sacrifice individuals if the mission succeeds. We're all
expendable. And I hate to say it mate but you most of all. For Zuma and the
rest of them, the end always justifies the means.”


“For all of us, subjects included,” Sifa said, nodding.
“We have to think that way, do we not? When one considers just what that end
is, what it could be.”


“That’s right,” Te said. “Thinking anything else is just
wishful thinking. It’s childish.”


“No,” Alina said. “No, I do not think this. Even if our
fate would be to become extinct, it does not absolve us of the sins carried out
by the leaders of UNOP. The lives destroyed, the Artificial Persons and the
cloning and the experiments on thousands of nonconsenting people all over the
world.”


“What Artificial Persons?” Ram asked but Te spoke over
him.


“We have to be alive in order to have any ethics at all,”
Te said. “At least if we win there will be humans around to feel guilty, to be
guilty about the things we did in order to survive. We can grow into a better
species but only if we are capable of killing that creature.”


“We will become better than we are by behaving worse and
worse every year? Why even bother to keep us alive if we act as robots? Do you
think I should let him kill Rama Seti, would that be for the best? You people
disgust me.” She took a deep breath and climbed from her seat. “Come now,”
Alina said to Ram and strode out of the mess hall. 


“Do not worry,” Sifa said to Ram as he got up to follow,
shoveling as much pasta and bread in as he could. “She is often this way. On
and off, friend, enemy. Reasonable, emotional. She is not a stable person.
Another day or three and she will be well again. You will see.”


“Sure,” Ram said, staring down at her.


Was it better to lock himself into an enclosed space with
an unstable woman or risk being attacked by a gang of lunatics intent on
disabling him?


Just then, Mael and Eziz and the others began streaming to
their rooms and the other rooms with open doors showed nothing but dark masses
in the shadows. They were arguing, laughing, shoving each other’s massive
bodies as they did so. 


Ram quickly followed Alina to the barracks and into her
room as the lights lowered in the communal area and closed her door behind him.


“What happens now?” Ram said, sitting on the edge of the
bed, folding his hands in his lap. He hoped she would want to go to sleep.


“Now?” Alina said, pulling a mound of blankets from the
bins underneath her bed. “Please remove your clothes.”


She tossed the blankets on the floor and stood before him
with her hands on her hips.


Ram knew what she expected. She was not exactly his type.
Her pale face was bony, with large features, none of which were especially
feminine. The blonde hair on her head had regrown from a recent shaving but it
was still so short it could not be grasped, not even by normal sized hands. And
her body was a hulking great masculine machine. A lumpen, veined, swollen mass
of muscle on muscle. Not even simply a male body, it was close to masculinity
personified. The upper body was broad, her pectorals were vast slabs. She had
no width to her hips but her thighs rippled with musculature.


And yet, Ram did want to have sex with her. As far as he
knew he had little in the way of homosexual tendencies but she was there before
him, offering herself to him and he wanted her. Was it simply the fact that she
had female genitals? Or, at least, he assumed she did. With the figure-hugging
nature of her clothing, it certainly looked like it. Was that all Ram needed,
then, he wondered? Anything vaguely human shaped would do, so long as it had a
vagina? Perhaps it was the fact of his loneliness and need for comfort and for
protection that was directing him to seek solace wherever it was offered. It
was absurd, really, that he would not entertain doing the same with one of the
men in the ludus.


It was a shame that she did not have any breasts at all.
That would have been nice.


The thoughts rushed through his mind while he glanced up
and down her body but Ram's hesitation was evident to Alina, who was prepared
for it.


“I am sure that this is not the kind of body that you
would seek under normal circumstances,” Alina said. “And that you want Sifa, of
course.”


Ram began to object that he did not know what she was
talking about but she hushed him up. 


“She is a beauty,” Alina said, sitting on the edge of the
bed next to Ram. “Everyone wants to have intercourse with Sifa, that's why she
was famous in the first place.”


“She was?” Ram said. “IRL? I mean, back on Earth?”


Alina shuffled herself closer to Ram so that their
shoulders pushed against each other. Ram was bigger than her but not by much.
They did not look at each other. “You did not know about Sifa, truly? She was a
star. Of course she was. She was better than almost any man or woman. And she
won so many tournaments but she won them with style, you know? Yes, indeed, she
knew how to play the game, how to win the big money. Obviously, she was
beautiful. Tall, just like that. Most important, she had those big tits. Adored
by so many fans. So much money. So much to give up, to come here.”


Alina was right, Ram did want to have sex with Sifa but
he had enough tact not to admit it. “You didn't have anything to give up?”


“Not tits, that is for sure. No, I gave up nothing.” 


Ram did not believe her for a moment but he didn't want
to push her. “Okay.”


Alina’s skin was warm against his own as she half turned,
brushing against him. “So, do you wish to do this or not?”


“Well, I was taken against my will. But you know I am
here now so I think I have to give it my best shot. It's for the survival of
the human race and, well, I don't have any other option but to be here.”


Alina scratched her chin. “I am asking if you wish to
have intercourse now?”


“Oh. I mean, yeah. I guess.”


“Very well.” She stood and removed her vest and shorts.
Her body was exactly as he'd already seen, through her thin clothes and from
catching a glimpse or two of her wandering out of her room after a shower. No
one was body conscious in the ludus. Yet it was different, seeing her stepping
right up in front of him. Her abdominal muscles were huge with deep canyons in
between the square sections of muscle. She had no hair anywhere on her body.
“You must disrobe also.”


“Sure.” He peeled off his vest and his shorts. Alina
looked down at him.


“Do you believe you will be able to achieve and maintain
an erection?”


“I'm not sure. I haven't used this before. Oh, wait.
Yeah, I think it's okay.”


It was strange, at first, having sex with someone so
powerful but Ram got over it rather quickly.


In fact, an intense feeling of warmth and joy spread
through him. Compassion, empathy, an intense desire for physical contact, it
came on him like a wave, like a series of waves building higher and higher.


Her skin was smooth and delightfully, surprisingly soft
under his fingertips as he ran his hands over the ridges of her muscle.


It was the best he ever felt. 


“What was that?” Ram asked after, when they lay entangled,
hot and sweating on the floor. “Is it these bodies? That was so intense. It was
overwhelming. Do you know what I mean? That was amazing.”


“Thank you. I am very skilled.” She spoke with a straight
face.


“No kidding.” Ram sighed and arched his back.


“And yet I cannot claim responsibility for the intensity
of the pleasure, which is in fact due to the hormonal intervention of our
drivers during our intercourse. Your hormones from your driver and mine from
dearest Noomi, my own driver. Surges of dopamine, oxytocin, whatever else they
do for us. It is very nice, yes? Better than drugs.”


Ram, bathed in the afterglow of a powerful climax, took a
moment to process what she had said. “Wait, what? But I thought we were cut off
in here? No driver communication in the barracks. How could they do stuff to
us?”


“They say they cannot hear or see us, though I have my
doubts. But the drivers, they monitor our readouts. They know us and our
behaviors. It has become a convention to do this for us. I do not know who
started it, probably Sifa and Te, they are sexual, sensual people. Perhaps they
asked their drivers to increase hormone secretion during their lovemaking.
Whoever it was first, now all of our drivers turn up the sex hormones when our
readouts indicate we are experiencing increased sexual arousal. You understand?
Most of the time it is masturbation, I suppose but it also makes the
intercourse more enjoyable and palatable, especially when most of us do not
find the others physically or emotionally desirable in any way yet we
experience intense sexual urges.”


“I see.” Ram felt violated in some way. His privacy
intruded upon so that even when he was at his most intimate and most
vulnerable, he was being manipulated chemically. 


Still, he was tired and still shrouded in happiness, so
he just tucked the feeling away for the time being. 


She stood, looming over him in the low light. “I will
sleep now. If Mael attempts to force the door overnight, do not fight him.
Leave him to me. Now, the bed is too small for both of us so you will sleep
upon the floor.” She lay flat on her back on her bed and turned out the last of
the lights. 


“Alright, fine, sure.” Ram wrapped the blanket about
himself as best he could as he lay down on the cold tile floor. “Well, good
night, Alina. And, you know, thanks for helping me out, letting me stay here
and be safe and everything.”


She was already snoring. 


 


 
















 


16. BEATEN


 


Next morning, Ram was wary. All the pleasure from the
night before was gone, it seemed like a dream, like it had happened to someone
else. 


All morning, creeping out of her room, he stuck by Alina
and watched his back. But Rama knew that he was not in charge of his own
destiny, not even close. He had been conscripted into service and he was
treated as a prisoner or a slave and he could not go where he wanted, he could
not escape. So he had to eat with the others, on edge the entire time, glancing
at Mael and Eziz and Jun and Genesis. They knew that he knew. Ram could tell
that they knew, that everyone knew what was going on. He was going to be
attacked by the others, there was nothing he could do about it and they were
loving his fear. They were getting off on it, they were laughing and
whispering.


Alina ignored it and Ram tried to emulate her and imitate
her shadow as they were called from the mess into the morning training session.


Bediako roared across the training area, calling out the
pairings for the sparring bouts. “Rama, you'll be facing Te Zhang first of all.
Te, do not take it easy on him, you will not do him any favors in the long
term.”


“I know,” Te shouted back, before adding, under his
breath, “you big fucking prick.”   


“And for the love of Jesus, all of you,” Bediako roared. “Stay
on your goddamned mats today, alright? This is about area control as much as
anything. Anyone crossing into another pair's space will get PT-X’d, I swear to
God. Now get to work.”


Ram chanced a whisper to Te. “PT-X?”


“Physical training until you collapse. Usually circuit
training with whatever exercises you personally hate the most, for hours, until
you run out of juice or dehydrate to the point of collapse.”


“That's crazy. Aren't we supposed to be staying in peak
condition?” 


“Just stay on your mat, alright, Rama? Come on, mate,
let's see what you're made of.”


Ram was a giant amongst giants, and yet he could not stay
upright against Te’s throws, could not block his strikes, could not resist his
arm locks or leg hooks.


“You going easy on the fucking new guy, Te?” Bediako said,
after Te had thrown Ram to the floor for the eighth time. 


“No way, boss,” Te said. “I’m messing him up good.”


Ram climbed to his feet again. The clashes with Te hurt
his pride, not his body. He didn't feel much pain at all, even when punched or
crashed into the mat.


“I do not expect you to win in sparring,” Bediako said,
standing before Ram with his arms crossed over his chest. “I do not expect you
even to stay on your feet for long. Despite your advantages in height and mass,
your body is an obsolete design. Believe me, I know. I trained and fought with
the same model as you. Even with a lifetime of combat training to boot, I lost.
No matter what supposed upgrades they've installed in you, your muscle tissue
is less efficient than everyone else's. Your nervous system is slower. Your
endocrine system is primitive, to say the least. But you can do better than
this, Rama Seti. You can make a better punching bag for my warriors. Te is
going soft on you, despite what he says. Don't deny it, Te Zhang, you goddamn
pussy. The one thing you might be good for, Rama, is being taller and heavier
than anyone else, making for a better dummy analog Wheeler. Maybe I'll dress
you up as one, what do you think about that? Dress you in a yellow leotard and
strap some spokes around you? I'm just kidding, son, don't worry. Okay, time to
change it up. Te, get out of here. Hey, the African queen, you come and manhandle
our useless Wheeler dummy, here, see if you can’t knock some life into him.” Bediako
stomped off, calling out the next pairings.


“Don't worry about it,” Te said before he walked away.
“He's trying to rile you up.”


“It's working,” Ram said, shaking with anger that he
could do nothing about. Everyone on the Victory was a psycho and Ram
wanted off.


“Ram,” Sifa said, striding over and tossing her towel and
other things to the edge of the mat. The other subjects were swapping around,
starting again.


“Te's right.” Milena's voice came through, her tone
soothing. Condescending. “He's ridiculing you because he thinks anger is the
best motivator. He's also doing it to encourage Mael and the others to perform
better, hoping that they will humiliate you by fighting better, demonstrating
the gulf between them and you. It will work, too. Another thing to consider is
that Bediako used your model body, as he said. His loss weighs heavy on him, it
is perhaps the defining event which shaped his character and his behavior ever
since. Bediako does not want you to succeed. If you do badly, his failure is even
more justified. He can blame it on the model body he was given. If Mael or one
of the others beats the Wheelhunter, then Bediako will know it was the new and
improved body that won it. Do you see?”


“Of course,” Ram said, irritated. “Don't patronize me. I
don't need you explaining the obvious to me, alright?”


Milena said nothing. Ram almost apologized but he didn't.


“Finished arguing with your driver?” Sifa said, speaking
brusquely. “Come on, try to put me down. Use your weight and height to overtop
me. Grasp my hands, try to bend me backward, push me down, harder.”


She wore her usual tiny, thin, skintight shorts and a
tight vest that squashed her breasts against her body. Her nipples were hard. 


“Focus, Ram,” Sifa said, not smiling as she usually did.
She was all business. “The Wheeler is too strong for blows to damage it, as far
as we can tell. You know that grappling will feature in how we defeat it and
you struggled with the technical aspects of what you tried to achieve in your
Avar session. You have to learn how to position your body, how to distribute
your weight. Come here and take my hands.”


Sifa held him, pulled, twisted his arms and pressed
herself against his body. Her skin was hot, smooth, firm. The only soft part of
her body was her chest and even there her nipples were hard as they brushed
across his arm.


“Hold on a sec,” Ram said and broke off, turning his back
so she would not see his erection.


“What's wrong?” Sifa asked.


“Just wait a minute,” Ram said and he crouched to his
towel and opened his water bottle keeping his back to her. “Milena,” he mumbled
into his bottle. “Are you there? What the hell is going on? Can you help me
out?”


“Oh dear,” Milena's voice came in clear. “Are you
experiencing unwanted tumescence?”


“It’s not funny,” Ram muttered. “Help me out, here.”


“I have increased your testosterone uptake which is
increasing your sparring performance but also giving you a touch of irrational
anger here and there. And your body has elevated levels of vasopressin along
with it. Let me just sort that out for you. Give it a moment and don't worry,
my dear, it happens to all the boys when they grapple with Sifa.”


Bediako shouted across the room. “Rama Seti, what in the
shit is wrong with you, you goddamn lazy asshole, get up off your ass and get
to work before you get PT-X'd.”


“You ready now?” Sifa asked when he stood up. She glanced
at his crotch.


“Sure,” Ram said. “Sorry.”


“You need to learn this,” Sifa said. “Right now. Who are
you going to spar with next? One of the others who will break you? Come now.”


She threw him to the ground a dozen times. It was
astonishing to Ram that for all his enormous mass and strength he could do
little to resist Sifa. The tall, lithe woman looked fast and agile so her speed
was totally expected. The way she twisted and slipped from his grasp made
sense. But she was also able to push him back and overpower him in simple
clinches. 


“Muscle mass is not necessarily related to muscle
strength, you know. And anyway, grappling is mostly technique,” Sifa said when
he complained of this. “It is angles, it is geometry and physics. Your strength
means nothing if you cannot bring it to bear. Assuming I am standing motionless
when you push me away, what is the limiting factor in how much force you can
use on me?”


“Don't know,” Ram said, frustrated. “How thick my bones
are?”


“A poor guess. It is how much of that force you can
transfer to the floor.”


Ram shook his head. “I don't understand.”


“If you used all your strength, your feet would slide
across the floor. Your shoes have non-slip soles and we have these mats
underfoot. But you know from the Avar that the floor of the Orb arena is some
kind of smooth metallic or ceramic surface? It provides more friction that you
would expect and they’ve replicated it as best they can with the floor tile
surfaces throughout the Victory but it’s still a flat surface. You will
find that pushing your hands hard against a wall causes your feet to slip away.
The force you can exert overcomes the amount you can transfer into the floor.
So what is the use of all your mighty strength if you cannot use it? Technique
is everything.”


Ram nodded. “I understand. Can you show me?”


“What I can, I will show. But it takes a lifetime to
learn. You have six months.”


“It's not like I'm going to fight the alien, right?”


“Indeed.” Sifa glanced across the mats to where Mael was
elbowing Genesis in the face. “But there are other fights you must win.”


“Rama Seti,” Bediako shouted. “You lazy piece of shit,
you time wasting, fat, useless fuck. You might be used to pissing your own life
away but you are mine now, you belong to me and you will not waste my time, nor
the time of any of my real fighters. Stop fucking talking and move your fat ass
or I’ll kill you myself, I swear it by all that is holy. Move it!”


Ram and Sifa continued for an hour. When Ram was covered
in bruises and drenched in sweat, Bediako shouted out the next partnerships.
Ram waited for his name to be called. But Bediako waited, saving the words Ram
feared the most for last.


“Alright, let’s see how you shirk your way out of this
one, Rama Seti,” Bediako shouted. “It’s time for you to fight Mael.”


Ram felt everyone's eyes on him as he walked, a condemned
man, to where Mael stood waiting.


Bediako clapped his hands together with an echoing slap.
“What are you bunch of lazy shits waiting for? This is not a spectator sport.
Get on with your own work.”


Mael's grin was as wide as his face. “Here we are at
last.”


“Look,” Ram said, from as far away on their sparring mat
as it was possible to be. “I know you want to prove a point or something. But
think of the greater good here.”


Mael sneered. “Oh, I am. You are weak. They gave you an
obsolete body. You were born with an obsolete mind and lived a wasted life. By
your presence here, you weaken us.”


“I am trying to learn—”


Mael darted forward and smashed Ram's jaw, throwing him
down. Ram rolled and stood, turning to face Mael. But his opponent came instead
from the side, stamping on Ram's knee before he could react. He threw out an
elbow, hitting nothing but air, swinging again and limping back. Mael punched
him in the kidney, hard as a blow from a horse. 


Melina was shouting in his ear but he couldn't focus on
what she was saying.


Ram knew he was being toyed with and the knowledge filled
him with rage. The fire of it flowed through his limbs down to his fingers and
toes. He threw out an arm and somehow connected with something solid. He
followed up and grabbed what he realized with surprise was Mael's neck. Ram
squeezed with all his might and pulled the man toward him, throwing his greater
weight down on top of him, wrapping his arms about Mael's chest. Mael twisted
and they both fell, Ram on top, his head smashing into Mael's face and crushing
his nose. Ram butted him again, hard and tried to get an arm free from Mael's
grasp. He punched Mael in the side of the head and in the face. Ram had time to
feel a thrill at how well he was doing.


The voice in his ear came through. It was Milena, calling
out a warning.


He caught a fragment over the sound of his own breathing
and grunts of exertion. 


“He's toying with you,” Milena was saying. “Just stop.
Stop and get away from him.”


Underneath Ram, Mael was laughing. Ram punched as hard as
he could at the awkward angle and held Mael down with the rest of his body and
yet Mael was laughing like crazy, even as Ram's fist crashed repeatedly into
his neck and jaw and temple.


Ram was defeated by that laughter. Still, he kept
fighting, as hard as he could. But Mael wrapped his legs around Ram's, threw
his hips over and Ram found himself on his back looking up as Mael, still
laughing, rained blows into his face.


Ram found his arm in Mael's grip for just a moment. Ram
strained against Mael’s hands but it was no good.


His forearm snapped, halfway between wrist and elbow. The
pain shot up and died away, echoing through his shoulder. He threw a punch with
his other arm. Mael grabbed that fist with both hands and started to twist,
trying to break it too.


Rama wasn’t thinking clearly. Milena shouted without
meaning in his ear. He felt as though he was underwater or in a dream,
powerless to stop what was happening to him. Helpless in the face of incredible
power. 


He had a flash of memory of himself as a boy, fighting
his father. He remembered the familiar futility of trying to do anything. But
Ram had grown quickly as a boy, overtopping his father when he was still in
junior school. Then, in his memory of that one fight, the last ever play fight
with his dad, he threw out a hand that thumped into his father’s face. There
had been blood streaming from his father’s nose and mouth and Ram’s head echoed
with his father’s furious cries as he beat Ram unconscious. You unnatural
freak. You’re not my son. His mother screamed off to the side for his father to
stop.


“Fight back,” Milena shouted in his head.


Ram punched Mael with his broken arm.


The pain of the impact was incredible, throwing waves of
nausea over him. But it was worth it to see the shock on Mael's face as his
nose was broken, blood exploding everywhere. He only had a moment to enjoy the
sight of it before Mael retaliated, opening up with a flurry of blows into
Ram’s face. 


They slammed into his cheeks, his lips and teeth, 


His world became a sea of stars that faded into an
infinite blackness. 


 


 
















17. MISSION #2 


 


“I thought that while you recover from your injuries, we
can still do useful work,” Milena said the next day. They met in the special counseling
room in the ludus ring. 


Ram’s face was a terrible mess and he had four broken
ribs. Dr. Fo assured him that he would be completely healed inside twenty-four
hours. 


“We can do useful work?” Ram said. “Do I have to write an
essay on why I’m the most useless subject in the UNOP’s history?”


“Yes, very amusing,” she said. “I think I’d have you
write ten thousand words on why you suffer from so much self-doubt.”


They sat opposite each other in the counseling room, Ram
on a metal stool, her in an upholstered armchair, though it was as much bolted
to the floor as every other piece of furniture on the ship. He wished he could
have a chair as comfortable looking as hers. 


Ram attempted a smile at her self-doubt joke, though it
hurt to move his face much and the joke was painful too. “Why I’m suffering
from self-doubt? Are you serious? I thought you were supposed to be a
psychologist, Milena. You know what my problem is, don’t you? I was abducted, I
had my own body removed and my head placed on a synthetic monster. I have lost
years of my life from being kept unconscious and since you woke me up I’ve been
in genuine physical danger from my supposed peers who I am also locked up with
constantly. I’m not only a prisoner in body but in mind, with you manipulating
how I feel and what I think constantly, even when I’m having an intimate moment
with another person, in private. I can’t get away from you. In fact, I only
find out after that it was you, sitting in an office somewhere on the ship,
getting this body to release hormones to make me horny. And despite all this,
the single reason I’m here is to be a punching bag. I have to be honest, I
think a little self-doubt is to be expected, don’t you?”


Milena sat quietly after he had finished. “I apologize. I
know you’ve been through a lot. What UNOP has done to you, the great bureaucracy,
is clearly unethical. Personally, everything I’ve done with regards to your
endocrine system has been to help you. That might not mean a lot to you but my
intentions have been good. In fact, that’s why we’re here today. I want to help
you to engage fully with this project.”


Ram rubbed his chest. His bruises were fading but still
he was sore all over. “I haven’t been fully engaged?”


She tilted her head to one side. “Ram, you know you
haven’t. You’ve been looking for a way out since you got here and that’s understandable.
But I know you, remember. I know you through unethical means, yes, but I know
you. And I know that you have been running whenever things are hard, you’ve
been doing it your whole life. Well, it’s up to you to decide if that’s how you
want to continue with the life that you have left to you, now, on the Victory,
on this mission. You don’t have much freedom left but you can choose how you
perceive your reality and it is in your power to do that. That’s one thing that
I can’t help you with, not really. I can jack you up on testosterone and make
you bullish and confident but that wouldn’t address the underlying problem and
you would not be in control of yourself.”


He sat quietly for a few, long moments. “Alright, so, what
are we doing?”


She nodded, sat back. “You’re going to review the events
of the Arena Combat Phase of Mission Two from sixty years ago. Diego the
Intelligence Officer is on his way over to take us through it. One of the AI’s
flagged up that you have not watched the replays of the previous missions.”


She waited for him to respond.


“I read about the missions on the networked screen in my
room.”


“We know but you stop the footage before it plays. No
need to try to explain, I know why you don’t watch them. It’s an avoidance
tactic. It is your fear of witnessing the horrific reality of this situation.”


Ram touched his face. “Actually, I witnessed that in the
mirror this morning pretty well.”


“What I want to do in our next Avar session is to run
through the replays of the old missions in the simulated Arena. Many subjects
find it useful to see precisely where the previous missions went wrong.”


“Sounds great,” Ram said. 


The door hissed open and Diego the Intel guy stepped in.
He was a small guy, small shoulders and kind of hunched. But his teeth shone in
his dark face when he saw Ram and the smile seemed genuine.


“Diego, just in time,” Milena said.


“Hey, man,” Diego said, jerking his head in greeting and
sitting on a wall perch he pulled out. “Ouch, your face.” He winced. “Once,
when I was a boy I walked thirty miles through the bush to the next town just
to see a girl. On the way, I saw a rotting goat lying by the side of the road.
It was all bloated and swollen after heavy rain and then lots of sun, half
caved in and exposing the innards. Your face right now kind of reminds me of
that goat. Anyway, let’s do this.” He clicked on the wall screen.


Ram didn’t think it was all that funny. His face was the
only thing that was left of the real Rama Seti, the thing that made him unique.



“You know, guys,” Ram said. “I could just watch this by
myself in the barracks, I don’t need to be talked through it.”


Diego and Milena exchanged a glance as the screen flicked
into life. 


“What?” Ram said. 


“You have a tendency to avoid difficult, graphic images,”
Milena said. 


“Well, yeah because I’m a normal person.”


Milena slowly raised a hand to point in his face. “Exactly.
Which is a serious problem. If there’s one thing we can’t have, it’s you being
a normal person. You have to put aside your compassion and empathy to get
through the next few months.”


Ram sighed. “How do you suggest I do that?”


Milena shrugged. “We can always do a lot of that
chemically. But it would be better if you could do what you can to stop caring
about the physical and emotional wellbeing of yourself and your new
colleagues.”


“I don’t care about them,” Ram said, lying. “But I’m not
sure how I can stop caring about myself.”


“You don’t care about dying in Avar. Try to cultivate
that.”


“But—”


Milena spoke over him. “Good, let’s do this Diego?”


“Right on,” Diego said. “Check it out.” He scrolled
through a few clips and pulled the one he wanted onto the screen. “Mission Two
Arena Combat Phase took place back in 2139. That’s almost sixty years ago, in
case you’re suffering from memory loss due to brain damage in that smashed up
head of yours. You know about the selection process?”


“Yeah, after the Mission One disaster they recruited
military personnel from all over the world. I’m not sure how many thousands of
people they went through but they ended up with this guy at the end of the
mission, a Brazilian.”


“Rafael Santos, known as Onca,” Diego said.


“Yeah, the briefings just call him Onca, what’s with
that?”


Milena sat up, a little smile on her face. “We Brazilians
enjoy our nicknames. Onca is jaguar. His friends called him that from when he
was kid, even before he joined the military because he was quiet, solitary and
an absolute killer. A perfect ambush predator.”


Ram raised his eyebrows. “Oh yeah, so what’s your
nickname?”


She smirked and sat back. “None of your business.”


Diego cleared his throat. “Onca made Major in the 1st
BF Esp., which is Brazilian Special Forces, by the time he was twenty-eight.
That unit specialized in counter-terrorism and all the usual special forces
ninja stuff. Their motto is ‘Any mission, anywhere, anytime, anyway.’ And Onca
certainly lived that. A lot of his service history is still classified, even
now and even from us, so we expect he got up to a lot of off the books work,
probably assassinations but who knows. Enough of his missions were conventional,
in the special forces sense and he quickly became a legend within that
community. Everyone who worked with him, and he worked with a lot of people,
always said he was a genius. He could do it all, long range shooting, close-up
stealth, urban, jungle, amphibious, airborne, everything. Just an enormously
gifted, natural soldier.”


Ram was tempted to make a joke of some sort but he
remembered he was about to see this legend get graphically murdered so he held
his tongue.


“Anyway,” Diego continued, “like a lot of the guys back
then he retired early, when he was about thirty and set up a private outfit
called the Sabre Rubro. A cooperative made up of other ex-special forces that was
commissioned immediately by the Brazilian Government to crack down on the
pro-human terrorists cropping up all over. I don’t know if you know your
Brazilian history but when the crazies were out in the Amazon, no one really
cared that much but when these cells started taking over company buildings in Sao
Paulo state, well, you can imagine the reaction.”


“What companies?” Ram said.


“Biotech, pharmaceuticals, same as usual. Onca’s Urban
Security Co-op bounced around these towns, storming buildings and shooting
terrorists. Amateur recordings everywhere on our system, you got to check them
out, here I’ll bookmark some for you. Anyway, his team gets called into this
giant siege operation at the HQ of Abora Biopharma, huge firm utilizing unique
Amazonian compounds for use in the medical industry. Specifically, they
developed solutions for the synthetic amniotic gel for the exogenesis tanks
being first rolled out worldwide at that point. This helped to spur the
interplanetary resources boom back then.”


“They helped make the Artificial Person asteroid miners
and colony support workers,” Milena said. “And they were, and still are, a
significant member of the UNOP Commission.”


“Got it,” Ram said. 


“Cameras of the world were on this siege. Millions of
people watched live when Onca’s Sabre Rubro went in. You can see it from a
dozen angles from all sides of the compound, from choppers and drones and
satellite. But it was a trap, really. All the disparate, warring factions in
the pro-human movement had come together to sucker Onca’s guys in by posing as
a new group, Sangue Puro. There were dozens of terrorists there, heavily armed.
They never had any genuine demands. They were never going to let any hostages
go or expected to get out themselves. The crazy bastards inside fell back to a
central area then blew up the whole bloody, goddamned building, man.”


“I think I read about this before, maybe.”


“It was pretty famous, my friend. Four hundred and twenty
dead, plus injuries, including all the terrorists and the Sabre Rubro Co-op. A
nation in mourning, new laws passed to crack down on insurrection, the usual.
In the meantime, we have Onca.”


Diego threw up a still image on the screen. Onca,
bandaged and in a hospital room on Earth, unmistakable sunlight streaming in
from somewhere.


“He knew something was wrong by how the terrorists fought
and he ordered his team to abort but the communications were cut off. As the
structure was detonated, he took shelter under a stairwell and survived in the
rubble for three days. When they pulled him out and told him all of his men had
died, the UNOP recruiters got to him and offered him a job. In space, probably
a one-way trip, doing something profoundly important for Brazil and the world.
The jaguar pounced. He blitzed selection, made it onto the mission, became and retained
Subject Alpha status. And so we come, to the hero on the Orb.”


They cut to the Orb staging area where Onca was waiting
with his boarding team. 


The staging chamber, which Ram had viewed before, was a hundred-meter
per side cube of a room with the large door in the center of one side and what
they called the smokescreen on the opposite wall. It was a fifty-meter square,
semi-transparent and was the barrier between the room and the vast arena itself
beyond. The slowly swirling, gray screen was lit by the strange feature of the
Orb where the ambient light came, seemingly, from the surface of the walls and
floors and ceilings so that every person in the room, including Onca himself,
was cast in a remarkably even, soft white light that cast no shadow.


He was dressed in full combat gear. He wore a helmet with
visor, body armor, assault rifle, sidearm on one hip and a huge combat knife
holstered on his chest.


“They didn’t know,” Ram said, glancing at Milena. “The
Orb doesn’t allow weapons in the arena.”


Diego responded. “That’s conjecture, really. All we know
is that it rejected these weapons, as you are about to see and it rejected the
augmentations and weapons we tried during Mission Three. Who knows what the Orb
will do in future? It’s hinted that armed combat might be a possibility in
future bouts, if we ever get there.”


“Who’s conjecturing now?” Milena said. “Just play the
film, Diego.”


The playback resumed. The boarding crew was tense. No
doubt, they were all thinking of Ambassador Diaz’s disastrous Mission One. 


Onca, though, the Subject Alpha called Rafael Santos,
seemed to be the calmest of the lot, simply standing as if he was waiting in
line at a grocery store.


“Did they dose him like you dose me?” Ram said/


“They didn’t use hormonal adjustment technology for Onca,
no. He didn’t need it. During his career, he had other nicknames, like the O
Louco which means sort of like the Madman or the Crazy One. And the Lobo Feroz,
the Wild Wolf, things like that.”


“Oh, so, he goes totally nuts in battle?”


Milena stared at him. “No, it is a joke, because he is
always so calm.”


“Like when you call a great big man Tiny,” Diego said,
helpfully.


“Thank you, Diego,” Milena said. “So, Onca was a man
completely in control of his emotions. His greatest gift, perhaps, was his
mental toughness. His psychological fortitude in the face of extreme stress.
For whatever reason, his brain structure and chemistry, his genetic predisposition
plus his environment and then his military training and experience, all
combined with his very conscious personal philosophy meant he was able to
remain alert but fully in control of his actions, even under intense fire. In
effect, he was able to slip into a flow state with ease. In fact, it might be
fair to say he existed in a flow state at all times, whether in or out of
combat. Everything seemed to come easily to him.”


“So he was a pretty chill guy,” Ram said. 


“Chill as a jaguar, anyway,” Diego said. 


“Mental toughness, a conscious toughness, is merely half
the battle,” she said. “Because you must also be strong emotionally. Mental
toughness and emotional toughness go hand in hand.”


Ram felt sure Milena was leaning on him pretty hard to pick
up what she was saying as it applied to him. She was not particularly subtle
about how she manipulated Ram. But then, perhaps that was the point. She wanted
him to know, wanted him to take ownership of himself.


“You’re telling me I need to get a grip on my emotions.”


“Exactly,” she said. “You are mentally prepared and
bought into this Project, into this Mission, I can see that. You have reasoned
that you are committed but I am afraid that over the next few months before we
reach that Orb, you will fail on an emotional level. You will face many tasks
that will overwhelm you physically and emotionally and all the reason in the
world won’t save you, not really, if your emotions cloud your judgment. An
uncontrolled emotional response will disrupt your thinking and reasoning and
also, neurotic thinking patterns will generate an emotional, physical response.
Either and both of these states are self-replicating, they reinforce each
other, setting you in a negative state of mind. When you are in that state, you
make bad decisions and then you will fail, at training and at anything. At
life. When you fail, you become angry. Everyone experiences anger and self-pity
when they are pushed beyond their breaking point but you must train your
emotional response to stressors. So, ultimately, yes. Get a grip on your
emotions. I would prefer it if you didn’t get badly injured.”


Or worse.


The words seemed obvious, seemed like they flowed into
the silence even though they were unspoken. Badly injured or worse,
everyone in the room must have been thinking it. 


Ram swallowed down a quip and instead asked a genuine
question. 


“I thought you were controlling my hormone uptake and my
moods anyway.”


Milena tilted her head. “I am and I will. But do you
really wish to live like that? Like an infant? A puppet on a string?”


“When you put it that way, no. Not at all.”


“Onca was a master at connecting to short-term goals,
like focusing his emotional attention on the short term, while focusing his
mental toughness on the longer term, the bigger picture. He allowed them to
carry him through times of intense stress with what seemed like ease from the
outside. Now, watch what an emotional shock he had to face right before
stepping into the arena.” She pointed at Diego. “Play it.”


On the Orb, the boarding crew was silenced by the sound
of a clear, pinging chime ringing out in the chamber.


Without a word, Onca stepped up to the swirling
smokescreen.


The Orb played a low, discordant tone that made Ram
flinch. The crew in the replay flinched, too. They began arguing about what it
meant.


“Lower the audio, Diego,” Milena instructed. The replay
continued in almost silence while Milena narrated. “They had to work it out as
they went along but they had prepared for this, to a certain extent. We call it
the Zeta Line now but back then, they didn’t know.”


Onca handed over his weapon to another marine and stepped
back up to the swirling sheet of semitransparent plasma that Ram knew from his
reading would part to allow the Subject Alpha through into the Arena.


Nothing happened. 


“That noise, the negative tone?” Milena said. “It keeps
sounding every time he steps back up to it.”


Onca removed his helmet and stepped back to the screen.
It did not part.


The support crew seemed agitated but Onca simply stripped
off his body armor. It was a remarkable outfit, clearly molded perfectly to the
marine’s extremely impressive physique. It was presumably a complex and
multilayered textile-like material, flexible at the joint and movement areas at
the true waist under the rib cage but rigid around the chest. Onca pulled off a
large, throat-protecting gorget piece from around his neck, unstrapped grieves
and leg armor. Still, the screen would not part. 


Not until he was stripped to his thin underclothes and
his boots did the chime sound. 


One of his marines stepped up and handed Onca back his
assault rifle. The discordant note sounded and the plasma smokescreen whipped
shut faster than the eye could see. Even when the rifle was swapped for the
sidearm, a large caliber hand cannon type semi-automatic tactical pistol. The
Orb sounded the negative tone once again.


Onca, impassive, handed back his weapon and in return
took a large, evil looking combat knife. It was serrated on the lower half of
the back blade, had a wicked curve to the top half of the front blade and was
as long as Onca’s forearm. He brandished it as he stepped up to the screen
again. 


The discordant note sounded. 


He handed his blade over so that he stood there in no
more than his thin, stretchy underclothes, wearing black military boots.


The Orb chimed again.


For the first time, Ram saw Onca’s head drop, just a
little. Surely, he realized in that moment that he had no chance of victory
against the giant alien. And yet he stood straighter after just a moment.


He turned and nodded to his crew, who called out to him. 


“Turn the audio up,” Milena said, her voice flat. 


“Is there anything you want to say, Onca?” A woman on the
playback called out. 


Onca, his face impassive, looked over his shoulder. He
shook his head, once.


The woman called out again, a slight edge of desperation
in her voice. Ram guessed she cared a great deal for the man who was about to
die. “Anything we can tell them? This will be declassified one day.”


Onca seemed to sigh and started to shake his head again
but he stopped. “Diga-lhes que eu fiz o meu dever.”


He marched right into the arena, the screen closing
behind him. 


There were a couple of minutes that Diego sped through,
while cameras were set up close to the smokescreen and the view beyond was
somewhat hazy because of it, though they had removed the swirling with
post-processing, the Intel Officer explained. The 400-meter interior of the
arena took a while to walk across. And to roll across. 


“What did he say just then?” Ram asked Milena. 


She shrugged. “He said to tell them I did my duty.”


Ram didn’t know why, exactly, but that brought a lump to
his throat and the warm promise of tears to his eyes. It was stupid because Ram
had always somewhat poured scorn on concepts like duty. 


On the screen, Diego slowed the replay. Ram noticed that
the Intel Officer was not himself watching the action unfold.


The Wheelhunter dwarfed the human. Onca was perhaps a
little over average height. He was in amazing shape yet rather lithe and was
only maybe ninety kilos. The Wheeler, on the other hand, weighed half a ton at
least. It rolled onward, cartwheeling in that deeply unnerving way it did, the great
footpads flapping on the floor, over and over.  The knobbled, long arms with
their three-fingered, clawed hands rolled over and over.


When the gap between them closed to around thirty meters,
the Wheelhunter lurched into a crazed, spinning acceleration. It covered the
distance in under three seconds.


Onca feinted to the right then leaped to the left,
rolling smoothly over his shoulder and jumping up into a fighting stance,
moving into an attack.


The Wheeler had tilted slightly away from him, deceived by
the feint. It recovered immediately, swerved toward the human and lashed out
with its wicked, long arms. 


A two-meter, ball-jointed arm with three long claws on
the end can deliver an incredible force. It delivered that force across Onca’s
chest, neck and the top of his head, almost instantaneously. The force tossed
Onca sideways in a tumble, as if he’d been hit by a racing car. As his body
tumbled, the top of his skull, sliced by the claw, spun away like a china
plate. His destroyed throat sprayed bright blood in a mist of pink through the
air of the arena. The body crashed into the floor and slid another couple of
meters, leaving a red stain along the black surface. 


Still, Onca was not done. He should have been dead but
his body did not understand that yet and he struggled to his elbows and knees,
blood welling from his chest, neck and head and spattering onto the floor
beneath him. 


The Wheeler, however, had not stopped. Ram had to bite
back the urge to shout a warning at the replay as he watched the great monster
cartwheel up to the tiny human and whip its arm down onto his back. The force
of the impact must surely have killed him, snapping his spine and crushing the
rest of his torso. More than that, the claws tore out chunks of flesh and bone
and organs as it smashed and ripped him with a wild, frenzied series of
whip-like blows. 


When there was little left but shredded flesh, the Wheeler
paused for a moment, as if inspecting the remains. It then rolled away toward
the other side of the arena, leaving a chain of red oval footprints behind it. 


Diego cut the footage, not meeting anyone’s eye.


Ram let out the breath he didn’t know he had been
holding. He didn’t know what to say.


Milena was watching him closely. “My point in showing you
this right now,” she said, “is not really about tactics or training techniques.
This is really to help you understand what the other subjects are going
through. This man is a worldwide legend in special forces, even though they
mostly think he died in that demolished building. You can imagine the metrics
collected during the selection and training process and we’re fairly confident
that Onca was the best non-augmented, non-genetically engineered, old fashioned
human soldier ever tested. His numbers are off the charts. And you saw what
happened to him. The subjects onboard are pushing themselves and each other
this hard for a reason. They are terrified of themselves failing. Terrified of
this mission failing. We can’t let it happen. And that’s the real difference
between them and you, that they have fully committed to sacrificing themselves.
Not just them but everyone on this ship, more or less. We have to remove
ourselves, our personalities, our emotions, our identities from what we need to
achieve. However we do it, we must all put ourselves away. It sounds corny and old-fashioned
or perhaps authoritarian and communist but the term I always come back to is,
the greater good. Have you heard this way of saying it? For the greater good?”


Ram nodded, thinking about Onca.


Tell them I did my duty.


“If the greater good was for my country or for the state
or for a corporation,” Ram said, “I would laugh in your face. Even if it was
for my own parents. But we’re talking about the whole human race. You can’t get
any greater than that, I guess.”


“Do you think you can commit to losing yourself for all
of them back on Earth and elsewhere in the system?”


“Alright.” Ram shrugged. “I’m in. All the way. No more
self-pity, no more complaining or any bullshit. I’ll do my duty.”


 











PART 3 – SURVIVAL


18. THE PRICE


 


“How long have you been here now, Rama?” Director Zuma
asked him from behind her desk.


“Two months,” Ram said, knowing full well that the
Director would know precisely how long he'd been here. “Two months since I have
been awake. Obviously, I was kept unconscious for thirty-three months before
that.”


Ram glanced over his shoulder at Milena, seated in the
corner behind him but she did not even bother to look up from her screen. 


The interview, in the Director’s own office, was Ram’s
opportunity to demonstrate to the top brass that he had truly bought into UNOP,
to the Mission Four objectives and his own part in all of it. He knew that he
was a tiny cog, he knew what he was giving up in order to be part of the great
machine. He knew what the stakes were. 


And now he had to prove it to them.


Director Zuma spread her hands across the top of her
desk. “I know that has been a source of anger for you and quite rightly, too,
in my opinion. I hope you understand why we did not reveal that fact to you immediately
upon waking. It is most unfortunate that you found out by yourself rather than
being told but there you go, these things happen, all water under the bridge
now, isn't that right? Of course it is, and you are doing so well now that you
are all settled in. Very well indeed. Look at your performance statistics,
aren't they wonderful? You must be proud of yourself.”


“I appreciate you saying so,” Ram said, and he kind of
did, “but I’m bottom of the group in almost every category.”


“Number one in applied strength, strongest person ever,
they tell me. Often you're doing well in the Avar simulations. That's nothing
to be sniffed at, as they say. So, you are bottom everywhere else and by some
margin. But so what? You should be proud of yourself. You are making a great
contribution to this mission and to the Project overall. I could not be happier
that we chose you.”


She stared at him with a smile on her face. 


“Great, thanks. That's great to hear.”


“Nasty business with Mael a couple of months ago,”
Director Zuma said. “I was very sorry to hear that you spent so long in the
medical sections.”


Ram shrugged. “The pain suppression inbuilt in this model
body is pretty good. Dr. Fo is a genius and Milena helped with all her hormones
and drugs so I didn't suffer much. I was back to ninety-five percent in six
days.”


“What a marvelous attitude you have. Mael is a problem
for you, for many of you, I know that. And I want you to know that I do not
like the man, for who he is. For what he does. His behavior is appalling,
barbaric. I know that tensions are high in the ludus and that low-level
physical altercations are occurring regularly. You are doing well to maintain
your own safety in difficult circumstances.”


Low level, she said but everyone had been beating the
living shit out of each other for weeks. “All part of the job, right? We have
to focus on the big picture. Our own personal issues, our own safety is of no
concern when our planet, our solar system is at risk.”


“You've accepted it fully? How wonderful. You are quite
right. Yes, that's the spirit, son. You could not be more right. And keep up
the good work,” the Director said. “Thank you for taking the time to stop by
and see me today. I will let you have your weekly meeting with Milena now.”


When Ram and Milena were in the corridor and the
Director's door slid shut, Ram mumbled to her. “What was the point of that
little audience?”


“Come on,” Milena said. 


They walked in silence through the white-tiled corridors
until they got to Milena's counseling room and Ram took his usual, oversized
chair across from her normal one. It was nice to sit down in comfort and he
stretched out his legs and reached up. He was hungry and aching all over. He
felt quite good.


“Seriously, what was all that about? Why did Director
Zuma bother to ask me to go see her today?”


“Perhaps she is worried about you.” Milena seemed
distracted.


“Didn't seem like it. She told me she thought I was doing
great.”


“You may have noticed that what people say does not
necessarily tell you what they are thinking. Zuma tells you that she will
always tell you the truth and then proceeds to do nothing but lie to you.”


Ram sat up straighter. He had never seen Milena express
such bitterness before. Not so explicitly.


“What’s she lying about?”


Milena looked around the empty room. “Nothing. She is
simply concerned about you and your endless questions. And how they distract
you from your true purpose here.”


“What endless questions?”


Milena sighed. “You know what questions. About why you
were left unconscious for months before being woken up. About why you were
really chosen. About how many people are onboard the ship, its exact dimensions
and capabilities, how many marines we have onboard and what armament they bear.
What our course is, how many ships are we building back on Earth, what
communications and automated weapons platforms are there in deep space. You can
understand why these sorts of questions make a soldier like Director Zuma
nervous, right?”


“No, I don’t understand. I’m not going anywhere. I don’t
have any way of communicating with Earth and telling the world all your
secrets. And I wouldn’t do it anyway.”


“You wouldn’t?” Milena tilted her head. “Do you not
consider it an ethical duty to inform the people of the world of our impending
destruction?”


“Well, yeah I guess I do,” Ram admitted. “I think we
should tell them. But information about the Orb is already out there and no one
cares. There’s no point me doing it by myself, who am I? No one knows me, I’d
be ignored.”


Milena smiled. “Admitting you would break our rules if
only it could be successful is the kind of thing Zuma is concerned about.”


“Fine, don’t tell me about all the big secrets, whatever.
But you can tell me about myself, can’t you, at least? Tell me exactly what was
done to me and I’ll stop asking. You claim to subscribe to this whole honesty
policy but your get out is that you can withhold information if it negatively
impacts the mission. Not telling me means either your whole policy is bullshit
or that the truth is somehow totally devastating. Or maybe both. Why not just
lie? Just tell me anything, bullshit me convincingly and I’ll just stop
asking.”


“I’m afraid we just don't do that, Ram.”


“You know what I think it might be? What you're doing is
a way of modifying my behavior so that I commit more fully to abandoning what's
left of my own desires, my own freedom and self-determination. You obviously
know that withholding information makes the subjects paranoid. You’re driving
Alina crazy with all the secrets, she thinks all kinds of mad stuff. Of course
you know all this, so it must be by design. The increased tension and distrust
within the group dynamic enhances performance, right?”


“Did you not mean it when you said to the Director that
your own safety and security and needs were unimportant compared to this
mission?”


Ram sat back. “Okay, I know, I’m being ridiculous. I’m
acting like a child, demanding stuff I can’t have because I don’t understand.
But I’m not a child and I want answers. I can’t shake the feeling I’m being
lied to about everything.”


“But are you truly willing to sacrifice yourself for the
survival of humanity?”


“Sure. We all are, right? I meant it. I get it. You need
Alina or Mael to be the best they can be, peaking in performance at just the
right moment in three months’ time as we reach the Orb. I'm committed. I get
it. I've studied the recordings from the previous fights. You’ve watched me get
instantly killed by Wheelhunters at a hundred percent in the Avar sims so I
know what a mountain we're facing. I know even those two will have the odds
stacked against them. But we have to make it work, we have to get Alina into
the right space and I’m willing to help her get there.”


Milena pulled absently at her bottom lip while she
contemplated Ram. “How is she?”


“I'm sure you know better than I do how Alina is. Don' t
you speak to her driver? Don't you have her readings or whatever? You can look
into our chemistry, our brain function.”


“You are the one having sexual intercourse with her on a
nightly basis.”


Ram laughed, though he didn’t find it funny. “You know
it's not nightly. Not even close. Thanks for all the surges of vasopressin, by
the way. Could you dial up the oxytocin next time? I can't get enough of that
stuff, makes me feel so content.”


“You have to go easy with oxytocin. Any more and you'll
be falling in love with Alina.”


“Nonsense.”


“Are you the biochemist or am I? Anyway, your oxytocin is
spiking plenty enough every time you look at Sifa.”


“It spikes by itself or do you spike it? I never know how
much of what I'm feeling is really what I'm feeling. How much of my day to day
life is you making me do and think what you want me to think?”


“Will you believe any answer that I give? Or will you
assume I'm telling you what will elicit the best performance for the mission?”


“I think I recognize the truth when I see it.”


She had the good grace to resist laughing in his face. 


“Please, Ram, tell me about Alina.”


“Are you actually worried about her? Because you should
be. I don't know her, not really but she seems stranger than usual, the last
few weeks. Talks about freedom all the time. About Artificial Persons, about
how they are slaves and how we are all slaves, ultimately. How there's no free
will for anyone. For the Artificial Persons and for us most of all.”


Milena nodded as he was talking. “Has she told you
anything about what she's planning?”


“No. And I’m being honest, here. What is she up to?”


“Her driver, Noomi, and me, we are concerned about her.”


“What does Bediako think? What about old Director Zuma
back there?”


“Alina’s driver and I would rather keep our concerns to
ourselves at the moment.”


“Is that even possible on this ship? Why would you do
that?”


“Our concern is that she would be removed from
participation in the mission. Neither of us wants to see that and nor do you.
Despite the fact that she has begun sleeping more often with Sifa rather than
with you, she is still your best protection. She is the only person who can
stand up to Mael, one on one.”


“And I'd rather she be the savior of humanity than Mael.”


“You would?” Milena said. “And would you help her to
achieve that?”


He hesitated, feeling the question was heavily loaded.
“Sure.”


She looked at him for a while. “What is playing on
Alina's mind, would you say?” Milena asked. 


Ram scratched his chin. “Who knows?”


“I think maybe you know.”


“Are you testing me to see if I will give up her secrets?
It seems you know all about it, whatever it is. You'll just have to believe me
when I say I don't know. Or don't believe me, up to you.”


Milena looked at him for a long moment. 


He held her gaze, realizing that he was right. Milena clearly
did know what was wrong with Alina and she was testing Ram, trying to find out
if he knew too. He did not. Alina remained as much a mystery to him as she had
when he first met her, even though he’d had sex with her plenty of times. 


Milena looked away and spoke to someone not present in
the room. “Alright, bring her in.”


The rear door slid open and Alina ducked inside the room.


Behind Alina came her driver, Noomi plus the intelligence
officer called Diego. They were like children beside her. The three of them
hurried inside the room, taking the last three chairs, the door closing with a
soft thump after them.


“What is this?” Ram said, staring between them. “Were you
listening to all that?”


Alina nodded a greeting at Ram as she sat next to him. 


“We don't have much time,” Milena said, leaning in and
speaking hurriedly. “We must be quick before we are discovered together.”


“Isn't everything on this ship monitored?” Ram whispered.
“All the time?”


“I set things up pretty good,” Diego said. “I have
totally hacked the security systems throughout the ship, no one knows. And I
gave us a cover so we can meet unobserved. Our monitoring devices are showing
all of us as being where we’re supposed to be right now, don’t worry.”


 “Before we go any further,” Milena said,” we must
remember that the mission has to come first. And we must retain control of our
emotions.”


“What is this?” Ram asked. Alina looked him square in the
eye. Her driver was a Nigerian woman called Noomi, slim and tall. Not a million
miles away from Sifa’s physique yet Noomi had a hard, somewhat unkind face.


“Always it seemed suspicious to many of us,” Alina said.
“The way that Mael could kill Samira so easily, without her fighting back in
any way. It was obvious that Bediako, Zuma and Zhukov and the others were
hiding the truth from us. A few weeks ago, one of our friends onboard finally
decrypted some of the reports. They described how Samira had been remotely
paralyzed just as Mael moved in to attack her. She was unable to defend
herself. And he killed her.”


Ram looked at Alina, as he knew she had been close - and
physically so - with Samira. But the Russian giant sat hunched in her chair
like a gargoyle.


“Why?” Ram asked.


Alina shrugged her enormous shoulders. “My performance
was degenerating. I cared too much for Samira, did not focus on training so
much, stayed awake all night with her rather than rest. Without me pushing him,
Mael’s performance also dropped.”


Noomi cut in. “Mael was exhibiting erratic behaviors too.
Everyone knew what he was but they thought they could control it. They had kept
a lid on his tendencies for a year, they hoped they had solved it but it was
not to be. His compulsions had been buried, dormant. But he needed to commit a
murder.”


“I don’t understand,” Ram said. 


Milena picked up the story from Noomi. “The ship’s AIs
and the mission leaders evaluated possible courses and concluded that the most
efficient changes in performance would be to have Mael kill Samira. He would be
cured, for a while at least, and once Alina got over her grief, she would fight
even harder to be the one to beat Mael. So that is why they arranged it.”


“I never heard exactly what happened.”


Alina snorted. “Neither did we until recently. They got
Mael to isolate her in her quarters, locked the other doors, then hijacked
Milena’s hormone control of Samira to make her angry, confrontational. But Mael
did not need encouragement. Just to make sure their precious hero would not be
damaged, they remotely paralyzed her. He beat her to death. She would have been
conscious but unable to move while he savaged her.”


Ram wiped his hands over his face. 


“They?”


Milena answered. “Director Zuma, Bediako, probably Chief
Executive Zhukov.”


“And now they have you in their sights,” Alina said. 


So he’s not given up trying to hurt me now, Mael’s really
trying to kill me?”


“Not yet,” Alina said. “If he was, truly, you would be
dead already. But they have decided to sacrifice you. Give Mael what he needs
once again. And I would train harder and so would he. The cycle would continue.
I would see your death as a personal affront.”


“I appreciate it. So what do we do about it?”


“Nothing,” Alina said. “Yet.”


“We cannot let on that we know, or else we may be removed
from the mission,” Milena said. 


“I can’t believe that they would go through all this with
me. Transplanting me, waking me, training me. Only to then kill me. Doesn't
make sense.”


The other three exchanged a series of looks. Milena
opened her mouth. Closed it again. 


“What?” Ram said. “Come on, what?”


“We found the reports,” Milena said, indicating Noomi. “Diego
decrypted them. There is no doubt that your entire purpose on this ship, in
this Project, on this mission, has been to create certain outcomes for the
primary subjects.”


“Speak plainly,” Alina said. “Rama Seti, they woke you
from a coma, gave you this body, for one reason alone. So that you may be
killed by Mael.”


 


 
















 


19. SACRIFICE 


 


Ram looked around the small group. 


“But I just saw Director Zuma, she just told me that I
was doing well, that I was exceeding their expectations. I have been working
harder than I ever worked before at anything and I’ve been killing it.”


He sighed. He realized how much he’d been taken for a
ride and his sigh turned into a bitter laugh. 


“Those assholes. The sole reason they kidnapped me, gave
me this body, brought me to the outer solar system, trained me… was so that
Mael could kill me? Come on, that’s got to be the biggest waste of resources of
all time. What would be the point of that?”


Milena unfolded her screen and began to read aloud. “This
is from the final report sent to Director Zuma to review before you were selected.
By the way, your designation was Omega-14. Our projections indicate that the
proposed Subject O-14's lack of experience will increase Subject Alpha's
objective performance across the board. Alpha's deep-seated contempt for
unearned positions of authority will have a significant impact on the social
environment of the subject group as a whole. O-14 is of Indian ethnicity and
this will have a number of benefits. Alpha is moderately racist, holding
negative views on mainly those he perceives as of North African, Middle Eastern
and Central Asian descent. Further, O-14 has an almost identical natural skin
color to Subject Omicron - that was Samira - likely to cause Alpha to recall
his homicide of Omicron. We believe Alpha is repressing guilt about the death,
at least on some level, which will cause tension and confusion for Alpha,
destabilizing him further. Due to synergies in personalities, it is predicted
Subject Beta will befriend O-14 and, with the right social and hormonal
encouragement, engage in a sexual relationship. O-14's pornography record shows
preference for women similar in appearance and personality type to a pre-bonded
Epsilon - that's Sifa, as if you couldn't guess. Epsilon prefers her sexual
partners to be significantly weaker willed than she is and so this is another
possible pairing opportunity. After Epsilon rejected Alpha during training
Stage 2, this may increase conflict between them. If O-14 is bonded with an
upgraded body type 2115-C then his strength rating should create a specific
point of conflict. Escalation of this conflict should draw in other subjects to
both sides. We anticipate Alpha will kill O-14 within the first three months of
his activation and thus inspire a jump in performance similar to the Omicron
leap and plateau.  Other possible outcomes all lead to varying degrees of
performance enhancement. See attached Gantt chart for proposed project
timescales. Anyway, it goes on and there's sixty pages of detail but you get
the idea.”


Ram realized that his jaw was hanging open. Everyone was
looking at him but he was unsure where to start. Outrage was there but it was
buried beneath a lot of confusion and denial. “I was already on the ship at
this point? I was selected from what? Who else was there to choose from?”


“There are forty-eight backup subjects onboard this ship
in a persistent coma.”


“Backup subjects who have undergone a corporectomy,”
Alina said, as if she had a bad taste in her mouth.  


“Forty-eight?” Ram wasn’t sure he heard her right. “They brought
almost fifty heads into the outer system?”


“They wanted to cover many variables. Each person has a
specific range of skills, experience and traits.”


“But what happens to the heads that don't get put onto a
body?”


Alina answered. “They will never wake up.”


“Are they all like me? Taken against their will? If they
never get revived then they have been murdered.”


“If they are considered at all by UNOP then it would be
as necessary sacrifices for the good of the mission, for the great project as a
whole,” Milena said. “What are fifty people compared to billions?”


Ram nodded, though the thought of comatose, beheaded
people nearby on the Victory was too disturbing to think about. He had
been one of them. Could have remained one, if not for the conclusions in that report.



“It doesn't even mention my Avar experience,” Ram said,
astonished. 


“It's in the appendix,” Milena said. 


“I'm just a sacrifice.”


“Afraid so.”


Ram felt defeated. Director Zuma had lied to his face,
telling him he’d been recruited for his Avar experience, recalling his virtual
achievements as if she was impressed and the whole time she had known that his
purpose was to be a murder victim. Even that morning, she’d given him a pat on
the back and further encouragement, as if she was impressed. He couldn’t
believe it.


And despite his disadvantages and worries, he’d been
doing well in the training, he thought, giving it everything, all day long,
every day that he had been in the ludus.


And it was for nothing. 


“Why did you even tell me this? I mean, you’re telling me
it's all planned out, since before I woke up here. What are we going to do
about it?”


Alina leaned over. “You can change your fate. We all
can.”


“No shit,” Ram said, irritated by her condescension. “I’m
not letting them do this to me.”


“Yes,” Noomi the driver said. “And you can change the
fate of the other prisoners on this ship.”


“What prisoners?”


Alina punched Ram in the shoulder, then grabbed him by
the upper arm, shook him a little. “Did you ever think where your body came
from? Where all our bodies come from?”


Ram glanced at Milena. She looked annoyed, for some
reason.


Alina shook Ram’s arm.


“Yeah, course,” Ram said. “Dr. Fo said we’re grown from synthetic
tissue. Synthetic bodies grown in pods, in womb tanks like Artificial Persons only
ours were grown without heads and then ours were grafted on.”


Alina sneered, her face twisted in disgust. “You can grow
muscle tissue in a pod. You can grow bones and organs. But growing a whole
person is different. The brain controls so much and computers, software, can
mimic enough of the brain functions to get a body grown. But a computer is not
a human brain and the resulting body is never in good enough physical shape for
the needs of UNOP. It needs to be moving, to undergo compression and tension
and torque and exercise or else it is not fit for purpose.”


“So whose bodies were they?” Ram had a sinking feeling
down in his guts.


“Watch the screen.”


Up on the wall, Diego played what looked to be security
camera footage, recorded from various vantage points, mostly high in the
corners of a room. Ram saw shapes moving around a long, tubular interior, seats
and beds and exercise equipment. People. Great big people. At least half a
dozen of them. The scale was easier to make out because there were normal sized
people in amongst them. The room was long, narrow, with familiar dimensions. 


“This is on the Victory, is it?”


“These are some of the bodies grown for the subjects.”


“They’re Artificial Persons, right? Genetically
engineered to be this big but without consciousness,” Ram said. 


Noomi—Alina’s driver—spoke up. “Whether they have
consciousness is debatable. Certainly, they appear able to experience
suffering.” She sounded extremely bitter.


“Appearances can be deceptive,” Milena said. 


Noomi glared at her. “Surely, you don’t mean that.”


“We do not have time for ethical debates,” Milena said,
looking hard at Noomi. “Drop this, now.”


Noomi looked ready to argue for a moment before giving a single,
tight nod.


Ram turned back to the wall screen. “That place looks
like a mental health institution. Is it a live feed? Is this happening now?”


Diego shook his head. “This isn't a live feed, man.
They’d be more likely to notice a hack in an active system. This is archive recordings
from last year. After Victory was well underway. I only have access to a
few clips someone saved in a subfolder but it’s enough to see what’s been going
on.”


“But they're still on the ship now?” Ram said. 


“Yes,” Noomi said. 


“Some of them,” Alina said. “Some have been culled for
parts.”


“We did not know,” Noomi said, clenching her fist. Not
until you were woken up. They hid it from us.”


“That is the military style compartmentalization of
knowledge,” Milena said, speaking softly. “Need to know.”


“Well, I needed to know,” Noomi said. “Keeping these
people like this is an abomination.”


Diego pursed his lips. Obviously, no one agreed with
Alina’s driver that the APs were people but no one called her out on it either.


Milena sighed as she clicked through the footage from
different angles, different cameras that were synced together and explained
while she did so. Some of the big people were seated, drawing with huge crayons
on colored paper. Others sat on the floor stacking blocks and pushing toys
around. A couple of others exercised in resistance machines or on aerobic
devices.


Milena went and stood by the screen. “The Artificial
Persons on the Victory are tank-grown, back on Earth before we left. As
I’m sure you know, one great benefit to the use of ectogenesis tanks allows
them to be gestated for way over nine months. With proper muscle stimulation in
combination with the accelerated metabolism they can reach a physical
developmental stage equivalent to a nine or ten-year-old human child in just
over a year in the tank. That’s from inception, too, it’s amazing what they can
do now. And then when they are removed from the tank they are reared in a facility
like this where they can get the full-time care they need and can fulfill their
genetic destiny. You are quite right about the limitations on their mental
abilities, especially in terms of self-awareness and complex cognitive
processes.”


“Oh man,” Ram said. “I didn’t know they get to draw and
paint and play games. They look like giant, developmentally impaired children.”


“Precisely.” Alina sat up straighter, on the edge of her
seat. “They never tell the public this information. They would have us believe
the Artificial Persons are pulled from the tanks fully grown, blank slates,
biological machines.”


“This is why the pro-human and pro-AP activist movements
are willing to take action,” Noomi said. 


“Terrorists,” Milena said. “They’re terrorists and this
is a distraction.”


Everyone ignored her. 


“They’re all so huge,” Ram said. “Already muscled like
bodybuilders, like the subjects.”


“Other than daily sessions like you see here, where they
practice fine control, they spend hours per day in strength training, muscle
building, flexibility and stamina training. When not exercising they are eating
and resting.”


“I can’t believe it,” Ram said, looking at Alina “Just
like us.”


She nodded, her face clouded in darkness. 


“There’s a big guy,” Ram said. “Even bigger than the
others.”


Milena and Diego nodded at him. “We assume that is the
model that they utilized for transplanting you onto.”


Ram sighed. “Man, look at him. Playing like that. As if
he’s enjoying himself.”


“It is a travesty,” Noomi said, bitterly.


“No,” Milena snapped. “It is necessary. Think about what
we are facing, as a species. Rama, we’re not showing you this to make you feel
bad. I do believe that the Artificial Persons have no self-awareness, they are
not conscious, they certainly have no free will.”


“How can you say that,” Noomi cut in. “The reports Diego
hacked say that despite being tank grown in artificial wombs, there are still
individual differences. This one, Rama Seti’s one, liked coloring the best.
Coloring and painting and he would become irritable and uncooperative when faced
with prolonged physical training.”


“Same as me, then,” Ram said. He looked down at his
hands. “What I am now, this thing that I am. It’s more him than it is me.”


“No,” Milena said. “Who you are, your sense of self and
your awareness, it is all in your brain. Who you are is still you.”


Ram didn’t quite believe her. He certainly didn’t feel
like his old self, from back when he was living in in Delhi, living in Avar.
But then, had he really been living at all back then?


Diego shifted in his seat, cleared his throat. “Our
normal inclination is to refer to the AP units as individuals, using he or she
and thinking of them as living creatures. When actually it can’t be proved that
it was alive in the first place. Not in any technical sense.”


“If you buy that falsehood, Diego, then why are you here
with us now?” Noomi said. “I do not believe that you believe it. It is not an
argument, it is not philosophy. It is spoken to shut down argument. How about
you prove that you are alive? He looks very much alive to me.”


Diego nodded. “But you know they are designed with an
underdeveloped prefrontal cortex. That they effectively have no true self-awareness.
No consciousness. No free will, not even the self-reported awareness of it.
They are simulacrums. It is likely that we are projecting, anthropomorphizing
these creatures. Seeing things that aren't there because they look like people,
act like children.”


“This is immoral.” Alina stood, crossing her pale, veiny
arms across her chest. “Perhaps I will refuse to fight unless the remaining
heads are euthanized and the bond-ready, ectogenetically grown simulated humans
are kept alive for the duration of the mission instead of being used for parts
or replacements.”


“They would laugh in your face,” Noomi said. “I’m sorry,
darling, it’s the truth.”


While they were talking, Ram rubbed his hands over his
face and paused to look at them, turning them over to look at the veins on the back
snaking under the skin. Veins that had belonged to someone else, that had
pumped someone else's blood into someone else's heart. 


“I can't believe this,” Ram muttered, without thinking.
Everyone turned to him. “I'm sorry, this is just crazy. So you all want to save
the Artificial Persons on the ship from being culled for parts, is that it? Are
you all pro-human terrorists or something?”


Ram noted how all eyes in the room flicked to Alina. 


“They're people,” Alina said, shrugging. “It is obvious.
No matter what scientists say.”


Noomi placed a hand on Alina’s biceps. 


“I disagree,” Milena said and Diego nodded in agreement.


Diego spoke quickly, rushing to get his words out. “Look,
whatever they are, I agree with you, Alina that creating them, farming them and
culling them like this seems cruel. But when we signed up for this, we knew we
were giving up any ethical concerns we might have had. The ends of this mission
are so important that the means are justified. We are all expendable if the
mission is a success, we agreed to that. This Artificial Person thing? It’s
fucked up. Sure, totally. But you’re wrong about our cabal here, Rama. These Artificial
Persons are not why we’re here. We are not even here to save our own lives. We simply
want to ensure the success of the mission and we don’t believe that sacrificing
our lives to Mael will do that.”


“To answer your question,” Milena said to Ram. “We are
not attempting to save the Artificial Persons.” She held up a finger to Noomi,
who bit her tongue. “Not right away. We’re showing you these images in part so
you understand how much you’ve been lied to, how much you are a pawn, just as
much as that Artificial Person there on the screen. We’re here save ourselves
and to save the mission.”


“Yeah, and you are one of the people who lied to me,” Ram
said, astonished. “You withheld how long I was in a coma for, you knew I was
going to be used, you must have known.”


“I did what I had to do for the sake of the mission,” she
said. “But now I have additional data, I realize my decisions weren’t actually
for the greater good.”


“Additional data that they’re going to kill me?” Ram
said. “I appreciate it and everything and I really don’t want to die, certainly
not to that evil fucker and I don’t want to give Zuma and UNOP the satisfaction
but if I’m so useless, why don’t you just let them? Surely, I can’t impact the
mission much either way and then you’re not risking anything.”


“It is not merely you,” Alina said, her eyebrows knitted
together.


“We're all on the hit list,” Diego said. “Look at this. When
I hacked this data I saw how we were all amongst those indicated to be targets
for Mael's psychotic outbursts.”


“All of us, as in...?” 


“All of us in this room,” Alina said. “And some others
who we felt we could not trust with this information. Mael's cronies are in the
firing line also, for example, but they are our enemies just as he is. Others
would possibly join us but we cannot be certain of how they would react and so
they are not here. And you will not tell them.”


“Sifa,” Ram said. “Te Zhang.”


Milena inclined her head, confirming. 


“Why would they sacrifice any of you guys. Me and Alina I
can kind of understand, maybe even our drivers because of association with us?
But why Diego?” Ram asked, looking at him. “You're not even in the barracks. He
doesn't even know you, does he?”


“There are a number of intelligence officers on board who
can provide similar analyses but it seems as though Mael has complex, racist
feelings about African people and killing me may be a way to make him feel good
about himself.”


“That's insane,” Ram said. “And I know I'm expendable,
much as I hate to say so but they told me that from the start, near enough.
But, what, all of you are in line to get murdered, too? Just to keep Mael
happy? That can't be right.”


“Zuma has set herself upon this road,” Milena said.
“She's staking everything on pandering to Mael's every killing urge. Samira
wasn't his first murder, just the first on the ship. And we know his pattern,
it is rather typical for a serial killer. Mael's urge to kill will only
intensify and then his frequency will increase, culminating in an orgy of violence
that Zuma hopes will peak when he fights the Wheeler. If she holds that view,
and it certainly seems that she does, then all of us are expendable. Why me? I
was Samira's driver and now I'm yours. As well as that, he finds me physically,
sexually attractive and we know that alone has driven him to kill in the past.
Alina, obviously she is lined up to be one of the last, should Mael need it.
There are others on the list. There are hundreds of decision trees detailing
potential sequences but all of us are on most of them.”


“We are running out of time,” Diego muttered, tapping on
his screen. “Our absences will be noticed shortly.”


“What are you planning on doing about it?” Ram asked.
“What can we do?” He looked around at each person in turn. “We have no leverage,
no way to change anything with strikes or protests. If Director Zuma is willing
to help him kill then no matter what we do, they'll back Mael all the way.”


Alina looked down at Ram. “Not if he is dead.”


 


 
















 


20. PUNCHING UP


 


They were planning to kill the Subject Alpha. They wanted
Ram to help them. For all he hated and feared the man, his instinct said that
they were crazy.


“You can't kill Mael,” Ram said. “You said we weren't
going to endanger the mission.”


“Mael is the one endangering the mission,” Alina said,
eyes wide. “Zuma and the others are enabling him to do so but with him gone,
they will have to change their focus.”


“His stats are consistently better than anyone else's,
including yours,” Ram said. “You say you want the mission to succeed. That's
why Zuma is doing all this in the first place. I'm not saying I want to die but
everyone says he is a legend in his own lifetime. A combat genius and that’s
what the human race needs if we’re going to survive. He has only become greater
since joining the project and this mission.”


“But why has he improved to such an extent?” Milena said.
“No one doubts his abilities. But Director Zuma, Chief Executive Zhukov,
Bediako and the others are making this whole mission about him. Every
opportunity, every adjustment, it's all designed to improve his performance at
the expense of everyone else's. What if Alina was able to get the same kind of
support? Wouldn't she be consistently better than Mael? Even our lives are just
tools.”


“Maybe they're right,” Ram said. “I hate Mael, too,
alright. And I hate Zuma and the rest who did this to me but if it's true that
we get one shot at the alien before it's curtains for the Sol System then none
of that matters. You all signed up for this at some point, right? Now you're
getting cold feet? Right at the end of the whole mission, out here at the edge
of the system? What is it, nerves? You want me to join this rebellion or
whatever but you have to stick with your teammates or else the team falls
apart, you included. I've seen it happen in Avar many times. Best thing to do
is to suck it up.”


“Suck it up? You're going to be killed, Ram. That's what
we're talking about here, and not just you.” Milena took a deep breath and let
it out slowly. “I know you don't care about Artificial Persons and you don't
really know us very well yet. We signed up for this, so in some way perhaps we
are responsible for your abduction and confinement, guilty by association. But
are you willing to die, you, yourself, for the mission? You'll never know what
happens. You'll just be dead and you'll never know whether we won or lost.
You'll never know what great gifts are given to humanity in victory. And if we
lose, everyone else will be dead, too but you will miss out. Humanity will be
holding hands and stepping into the abyss together but not you. You'll have
already gone out in ignominy. And you'll never even see the fleets of alien
ships that come to bombard us or enslave us or whatever they're planning.
You'll never find fame or fortune, in the real world or in Avar when we get
back to Earth. You're willing to give up your future, whatever it is, just to
avoid rocking the boat?”


Ram rubbed his face. “You made some pretty good points, I
guess.” He wondered what they would do if he said no. What would they do if he
left and went and told Zuma what they were planning? They were waiting for him
to make a decision. “Alright. Fine, let’s kill the bastard. How are you going
to do it? They have those remote switches, right, to paralyze us at the flick
of a switch. You attack him, you’ll get dropped.”


Alina snorted. “Diego?”


Diego was nervous, edgy, checking his screen repeatedly.
“That's right about the remote switches on you guys but I'll temporarily
disable them when Alina makes her move on Mael.”


“Why not just flick Mael's switch?” Ram asked. “You can
drop him and Alina can break him.”


“We'd like to,” Diego said. “But the only way I can get
access is through the emergency system. It’s an all or nothing version so if I
push the button, all of you guys will be equally out of action and there’s no
point doing that, right? On the other hand, I can block anyone from turning you
all off, should things go wrong. But individual subject deactivations are
operated by their drivers, by Director Zuma, Dr. Fo and the Captain of the Marines.”


“The Marines can switch us off?”


“Their primary responsibility is guarding the ship
against hostile alien boarding actions but they also provide internal ship
security. There's no need for them to interact with the subjects but they have
been called in to subdue the Artificial Persons and also crew members, mostly
when boozed up guys fight in the mess hall.”


“They're the police.”


Diego grinned. “The most elite and heavily armed police in
the system. When you jump Mael, you’ll have to finish him immediately. As soon
as the UNOP Marines show up, they’ll take you down. And, guys, we’re out of
time now, we got to wrap this up or we’ll be noticed.”


“Wait, let me get this right. The knockout switches in
the back of our heads are disabled,” Ram said. “Once that is done, how are you
going to get Mael alone, away from his cronies for long enough to take him out
of action? Those assholes are always with him in the barracks and mess. He has
his driver sessions in the ludus ring.”


Alina nodded. “I need you to help me with isolating him.”


“Ah,” Ram said. “You need me.”


Alina scowled. “I don’t need you.”


“We need each other,” Noomi said. 


“We can save all our lives,” Alina said. “I will fight
the Wheelhunter and I will win. But only if we do it my way.”


“Unfortunately,” Milena said. “Her way means that you
will likely suffer a severe beating.”


Ram shrugged. “Just another day at work. What do I do?”


Alina came closer. “Mael is due for his counseling session
tomorrow at 1400. When he's in the middle of it, challenge Eziz to a sparring
match. Or simply attack him. While everyone is watching, I'll slip out and surprise
Mael. Milena will neutralize his driver so there will be no endocrine support
for him, while my dear Noomi here will crank my hormones up across the board,
yes?”


“So I end up in the infirmary again and you end up, what?
In prison?”


“With Mael dead, they will have to move their attention
to me.”


“You’re sure you can kill him? Sounds like a lot of
variables.”


“Real life is all variables, Rama,” Alina said. “This is
not an Avar game. If you let the fear of the variables control you then are
truly a slave.” She pointed at his chest, his heart. “You are the only true
variable, the only variable that counts. Anyway, at the very least, if I can
tear out his eyes, crush his throat or do heavy damage then his recovery period
will be so long that I will become Subject Alpha anyway.”


“We must go,” Diego said, standing and folding his screen
away. He placed a hand on Alina's mighty arm. “I will pray for you. Good luck.”


“You two should return to the ludus separately,” Milena
said to Alina and Ram. 


“Noomi and I will go now to the ludus counseling rooms
for a short time before I return. Give us a few minutes, Rama and if I do not
make it for lunch in the mess, I will see you at the afternoon training
session.”


While they gave them a few minutes’ head start, Milena
pulled Ram aside. 


“Outside this room and outside this moment, our
conversations and our comms are monitored, you understand? Don't even hint
about this discussion when you and I speak remotely. If you start speaking in
code, even if you think you're being clever, the algorithms will pick up on it.
You understand?”


Ram looked down at her. “I'll keep my mouth shut, don't
worry.”


Milena nodded, leaned in and drew him down to her so that
her lips brushed his ear as she whispered. “We should not trust Alina. Nor
Noomi.”


Before he could ask her to clarify, Diego kicked them out
into the corridor. They walked the rest of the way in silence.


She left him at the airlock to the ludus ring and Ram
went on alone, arriving at the mess just in time for lunch. Almost all the
other subjects were there, too. 


“Good session?” Sifa asked as he took a seat at the
table, trying to appear calm.


“It was fine,” Ram said. “Perfectly adequate.”


He wondered if he could tell them what Alina was
planning. Instinct told him he should but conspiracies failed when people
couldn’t keep their mouth shut. If he told them and they told Zuma, what would
happen? Maybe nothing to Alina, she was too valuable, but Ram might find
himself nothing but a head again. Or worse. 


“Uh-oh,” Te said, nudging Sifa with his elbow. “Check him
out. Something happened in there with you and Milena, didn't it, you dirty bastard.
While you're boffing Alina at the same time. What a different experience that's
got to be. Must be like eating strawberries and cream on one side and dragging
sandpaper across your arsehole on the other.”


“Te Zhang,” Sifa said. “You had sex with Alina more than
once.”


“Exactly. I know what I'm talking about, don't I.”


“What did the Director want to see you about?” Sifa
asked. 


“Not much. She just said well done to me for surviving so
long, basically. Thanking me for my contribution, summarizing my meager
achievements. I guess now that I think about it, she was pretty much doing my
obituary in advance.”


“You are such a drama queen,” Sifa said, laughing.


“Speaking of boffing Alina,” Te said between mouthfuls of
mashed potato. “Are you guys still going at it? Or has the magic worn off?”


Sifa tutted. “You don't have to answer that, Ram.”


“We're not really doing anything except sleeping. She
never really spoke to me anyway and now she just sleeps.”


Sifa and Te exchanged a glance. 


“What?” Ram asked.


“Nothing, mate.”


Sifa cleared her throat. “We are hoping Alina does not
have another bad episode.”


“A what?”


Te waved his fork in the air, flinging a splatter of
mashed potato across the ludus mess table. “You know, one of her episodes.”


“I don't think I know what you mean.”


Sifa frowned. “Did Milena not even tell you? That Alina
occasionally reverts to her old ways.”


“As a pit fighter?”


“Mate, come on. You didn't read her file? It’s on the
system, same as everyone’s.”


When he had scanned her file, he had felt intrusive. “It's
almost entirely blank.”


“Man, maybe they restricted your access or something
because you were a conscript, I don't know. Anyway, you know she was Russian
military, right? Special forces. At their training facility, they had
artificial people in the program. Basically used them for live fire exercises
and that kind of thing, they'd use them for dummy hostages or dummy bad guys
and then do breach and clear drills with real ammo. Or they've tested different
bladed weapons and hand to hand stuff so the trainees would know what it felt
like to fight while your hands and arms are drenched in hot, drying blood. I
don't know, probably it's half bullshit. Enough of it's true anyway because
Alina tried to break them out or some mad shit and she got caught. Thrown out.
She ran before they could try her. The story goes that she was a member of some
pro-AP group when she was still enlisted, or she set up her own organization or
maybe she just got involved after she ran. They carried out a few raids and
terrorist actions but her little band got killed, arrested. I suppose she gave
up on all that and ended up becoming a superstar in the pit fights. But every
now and then she goes all intense and quiet and shit and then she goes nuts
over dinner and all the time about the poor arties. You know what I reckon? I
reckon she was in love with one. Definitely, I mean, think about it.”


Ram found that he was sweating all over. “Guys, can I
tell you something? You have to promise—”


Alarms blared, sirens rising and falling and the light
strips around the edges of the room flashed red. The doors to the mess slammed
shut and echoed with a thud that said they were locked.


Everyone jumped to their feet, ready to fight or flee,
looking at each other and at the staff for clues. All anyone saw looking back
was confused faces.


“What's going on?” Ram shouted over the noise. Half the subjects
and crew in the mess were asking that question. The other half were just
looking worried.


“No idea,” Te said, shrugging. Same as everyone else. 


“Milena?” Ram said but there was no response. “Te Zhang,
I can't reach my driver.”


“Same here,” Te said. “Must be something big, right?”


People started calling suggestions to each other.


“Solar flare? This far out? Don't be an idiot.”


Genesis, typically loud like all Americans, thought she
had the answer. “Gamma ray burst or something cosmic like that, for sure. Like
X-rays or whatever, right?”


Jun sat looking down at the floor, which was toward the
outer hull. “I think we hit something. An asteroid.”


Eziz turned on her, his face twisted in contempt. “An
asteroid? Are you serious? Do you know how fast we are going right now? We'd
have been destroyed, moron. Perhaps, though, we are about to hit something.”


“There’s an electric field around the ship pushing
asteroids away before they make contact.”


“You don’t know that, we don’t know anything about this
ship.”


“It’s fucking standard, alright, that’s what all ships
have now.”


“Hey, check out the professional astronaut over here.”


“Fuck you, Gen, alright.”


“Maybe the aliens are attacking us. The Wheelhunters,
maybe they're heading us off at the pass.”


“That's just crazy, man, that’s complete nonsense,” Te
said. “They want all of us in here because they're up to something. I bet this
is just to fuck with us. Part of the training.”


“Wait,” Ram said. “We're not all here, though. Alejandra’s
not here. Alina hasn’t come back from her counseling. Where is Mael?”


“Weekly assessment session,” Te said. “Why do you ask?”


Ram’s heart skipped a beat.


It was Alina’s plan to attack Mael at his assessment the
day after.


“Are you sure? It’s not his driver session until
tomorrow.”


The alarms kept blaring. Around the mess, crew and
subjects argued about what was going on. 


“Mael forced them to rearrange his session because he wanted
to keep talking to Alejandra. The things they do for that bastard, it’s
ridiculous. Imagine if one of us wanted to change our timetable, they’d laugh
in our faces. But with him, it’s like he owns the—”


“So he’s in the assessment area, with Alejandra?” Ram
said, heart racing.


“That’s what I’m saying, mate. Do you think this alarm is
about him?”


He grabbed Sifa and Te, one hand on each of their
shoulders. “Alina wasn’t really at her counseling session for most of it, she
was with me at mine on the B-Ring. She was heading to the ludus rooms when I
last saw her. 


Te and Sifa looked at each other. 


“Fuck.”


The mess hall door cycled open. The frantic shouting
stopped instantly and everyone turned to watch, alarms still sounding above.


A squad of Marines entered, assault rifles in hand. Four
soldiers, normal sized, but moving with fluid efficiency. They were in full
combat gear, headsets and body armor, no doubt augmented internally. They moved
with perfect synchronization, though whether it was due to augments or good old
soldierly practice, Ram couldn’t tell.  


The four took up positions around and beside the door with
their assault rifles pointing down but held at the ready.


The Marines were met with shouted demands from the
subjects. 


“What's going on?”


“Why the alarms?”


“Are you here to protect us or are you here to watch us?”


“Are those live rounds in your weapons?”


“No way,” Genesis said. “They wouldn’t kill us. Those
look like nonlethal rounds.”


Ram remembered she had been a soldier. Some of the other
subjects nodded in agreement. Most of the subjects had a military background.


The Marines said nothing, simply held their posts
standing at the ready by the door that led out to the sparring room. With their
helmets on and visors down it was impossible to read their expressions. The
subjects remained pensive but gradually grew bored and sat back down again.
Some of them started eating again.


Without warning, the alarms stopped blaring and the lights
returned to normal.


The silence was deafening.


Te, Sifa and Ram sat looking at each other. Ram knew that
Alina had been caught, she had failed and that their conspiracy had been
uncovered before it had got going. He kept glancing at the Marines, wondering
if they were going to arrest him. What would the punishment for that kind of
thing be on a spaceship? If they were willing to kill Ram just to make Mael
happy, then what was stopping them from executing him for an actual crime. Or
was conspiracy to commit murder even a crime on a ship that actively condoned
it? He was too nervous to speak so he sat drumming his fingers on the table. He
hoped Milena was alright.


Someone called out a heads up and Bediako strode in with
his assistants trailing behind him like ducklings behind their mother. His dark
face was thunder as he planted himself at the head of the room, stuck his fists
on his hips and glared at all of them. 


A few of the braver people in the room demanded to know
what was going on.  


When he spoke, Bediako’s voice shook with anger. “Alina
attacked Mael. She killed Nurul, Mael's driver. She killed Alejandra. Mael is
wounded but it looks as though he'll recover in a few days. Few hours, maybe.
He’s the toughest bastard in the galaxy.”


Sifa called out. “And Alina?”


“Are you kidding? Stupid bitch went up against Mael and
Alejandra at the same time, what did she think was going to happen? The crew
called it in while they were fighting and Dr. Fo flipped Alina and Mael’s switches,
otherwise, Alina would have been killed. She's in the infirmary but if she
pulls through, I'm going to kill her myself. Now, finish your lunch. Don't
think this gets you out of training this afternoon. We're doing triangle chokes
and leg locks.”


Ram stared at Sifa and Te. They shook their heads,
shocked. Ram wanted to tell them that Alina had planned an attack but that she
had gone off schedule, gone crazy, maybe. Instead, he kept his mouth shut and
shrugged along with everyone else.


Mael had changed his schedule at the last minute and
Alina had seen him, taken a chance, maybe. Whatever, she had failed and now
there would be an investigation and their nascent conspiracy would be revealed.
Ram's involvement would be uncovered and he would be punished.


Even if he was not, Alina’s failure meant that if Ram
didn’t come up with a new plan soon, Mael would certainly kill him. 


 


 
















 


21. ATTACK


 


“I should have known,” Te said later that night in his
room the barracks. The three of them sat in Te's room, Ram on the chair, Te on
the bed and Sifa sitting curled up on the floor reading from her screen.


It was shortly before lights out and Ram would retreat to
his own quarters soon. He needed to tell them about the conspiracy but was
still unsure about what way they would jump, whether they would help him or
immediately denounce him. 


“You should have known what, precisely, Te Zhang?” Sifa
said, looking up from her screen. “That Alina would have a violent episode? But
we did know, we all did. Did anyone care? You did all you could.”


“Can you imagine how fast and how quiet she must have
moved to kill Alejandra and kill Mael's driver before Mael could react? All
that without Mael moving quick enough to stop her. I would love to have seen
his face when she acted. Would it be fear, do you reckon?”


“I doubt he’d be afraid of anything.”


“Yeah I bet his amygdala is all fucked up,” Te said.
“Still, I'd love to see the surprise on his stupid ugly face.”


“I would love to see the whole thing,” Sifa said, sighing.
“The whole footage of the incident. For training purposes.”


“They'll never show us that,” Te said, laughing.


“Maybe,” Sifa said. “Do you think what Bediako said was
true? They're going to kill Alina if she recovers? As punishment for murdering
Nurul and Alejandra?”


Te scoffed. “No way, mate. Mael kills people all the time
and they don’t do anything to him. They'll just heal her up and bring her back.
Probably it'll make Mael fight even harder, I bet they love it. Don't listen to
Bediako, man, he's all mouth, no trousers.”


Ram laughed. “You're kidding, right? He's terrifying.
He's the biggest person here apart from me and he's the lone person to have
survived a fight with the Wheelhunter. He’s actually faced one of them, for
real.”


Te shrugged. “Yeah? And so what? He lost. You saw the
fight, right? You've analyzed it. You been there in the Avar replays?”


“Not really,” Ram said. “I read about it.”


“It's brutal. You know how they told him to last as long
as he could and the thing just ran him down and ripped him apart? I mean, he
did okay, I guess. But he didn't do well enough and the fact is, he couldn't
take any of us on now. So you don't need to be afraid of him, mate.”


“Why couldn't he take us on? He knows his stuff. Even
Mael listens to his advice.”


“Advice, yeah. But think about it. If he was so good, why
is he not fighting? Why is he teaching instead of doing?”


“Because he's got an old model body.”


“Exactly.”


“But I've got an old model body.”


Te scratched his tattooed face. “With upgrades.”


Ram wanted to tell them about the conspiracy, about the
AP bodies they had all been transplanted onto. They hated Mael and yet they
both truly believed in the mission, in the Orb Project as a whole. Both had
given up their lives to carry it out and they might turn him in, they really
might.


Still, maybe he could sound them out a little.


“Upgrades?” Ram said, trying to seem casual. “So they
tell me but I'm not so sure anymore. I think they've been lying to me since the
start.”


Te shrugged. “Probably. They lie to all of us. But do you
know what your biggest problem is, mate? You lack self-confidence, son. You’re
taking the piss out of that old school body they stuck you into but that was the
body you used to smash multiple world strength records. Them be facts.”


“They could have doctored the records, they could have doctored
the weights. All to make me look good, make me think I was doing well. All just
to anger Mael.”


Te looked annoyed. “Now you're just being paranoid. That
body is amazing. Bediako is slow because he’s on his second synthetic body. The
body he fought the Wheelhunter in was destroyed. They recovered what remained
and stuck his head on a new body and downloaded his mind back into the
reconstructed brain sections. But the nerve damage is done. Old Bediako is slow
as hell. I bet if he really exerted himself he'd end up rupturing something.
I'm betting he'd have a stroke. His head would pop. That's why even you could
beat him, you big fat bastard.”


“I’m so fat I’m going to throw you across the room in
sparring tomorrow,” Ram said. “Again.”


Te laughed. “That’s the spirit, bro.”


“I'm going to go get some sleep,” Ram said, standing. “I
know he’s probably still recovering in his quarters but I hope Mael doesn't
take revenge for Alina’s attack tonight. He didn’t look badly injured, did he.
Just a bit beaten up. And the thing is, I shouldn’t tell you this but Milena
said he’s pretty much planning to attack me anyway. And now, I’m the one
closest to Alina, it would make sense for him and the others to try something
tonight, what do you think? I’m going to sit up all night, be ready to fight if
they get through my door.”


“Want Sifa to sleep with you?” Te said, jerking his thumb
at her.


Sifa looked up. “I think that's a good idea,” she said,
unfolding herself and standing up. Even so simple a movement could be elegant
and beautiful when she did it. 


Ram looked back and forth between the two of them.
“Okay.”


She followed him to his room, further along the barracks
as the lights faded into a soft glow. The common area was empty but still he
kept one eye on the three huge central tables and another on Mael’s closed
door. 


When he got into his own sanctuary, Sifa slid in behind
him, shut the door with a bare foot and peeled off all her clothes without
another word, looking him in the eye the entire time.


Having sex with Sifa was a world away from the
businesslike coupling he had been experiencing with Alina. There was no romance
involved with Sifa, certainly. She was no dewy-eyed girl losing herself in the
moment. They were not making love or anything like that. But the handful of
times Alina had commanded Ram to screw her, she had remained distant
throughout, as if he was simply a sex toy with a sturdy base. Sifa, on the
other hand, seemed to be present in the moment as she sat astride him, looking
down to make eye contact every now and then, clawing and pawing at his skin and
squeezing his shoulders and arms, pushing down on him. Her dark skin was sleek
and shining with sweat as she bore down on him, throwing her head back and
arching her spine.


Ram tried to be good at the sex. He wondered if Milena
was tweaking his hormones back in her office or in her quarters. The thought of
it was suddenly hot, almost as though Milena was in the room with Sifa and him.
Sifa’s driver, on the other hand, was a German named Oskar, who seemed like a
twat. He hoped Oskar wasn’t all up in Sifa’s hormones but he probably was, the
dirty little prick.


“Focus,” Sifa whispered, smiling at him.


“Yeah,” he whispered back.


No matter his wandering thoughts, it was hard for him to
take his eyes from her beautiful face, from the way her lips twitched and
curled as she reached another height of pleasure and then another. And then there
were her breasts. It was crazy that the UNOP surgical team had made a combat
body with pretty big tits but there they were. Ram had, for years, never
expected to see and feel real life breasts again and yet there they were, in
his hands. Although, the breasts were as artificial as Sifa's whole body.
Indeed, the hands that cupped them were not really Ram's hands either.


A thought at the back of his mind intruded and then would
not go away again. The thought that this might be the last time he ever slept
with anyone. His own death seemed so close at hand. Whether it was that night
or in the morning or on another day soon, Mael would get him and that would be
it. The Director and everyone else behind the scenes would not only allow it to
happen, they had made it happen, had planned it and implemented it. He was
living out someone else’s plan. A plan drawn up by an AI and signed off by the
UNOP leaders. Ram was no more than a cog, deep in a machine, spinning and
whirring away in the darkness without ever seeing the output.


“Hey,” Sifa said, placing her hands on either side of
Ram's face and turning his head gently to have hers while she peered down at
him, a small smile on her lips. “Where are you going?” She kept riding him,
slowly, leaning over and her breasts bouncing beneath her. 


“I'm sorry,” Ram said. “I was—”


She leaned down and kissed him, squashing her lips
against his. Ram had rarely ever kissed anyone before. A girl or two at school,
back when he was a boy and not quite yet grown to truly repulsive volume but
those girls didn't count. And since then it was only really the call girls that
he ordered every few months when the need for real life human contact overcame
his deep shame at his body. And that didn't count either. 


Was it his first real kiss? He was about to tell her but
stopped himself. It would be a truly weird thing to say so he said nothing. On
the other hand, it might be that she would want to hear it. She might like to
hear it. Still, it was embarrassing.


Sifa moved her mouth away from his, just a little and she
looked deep into his eye. 


“Rama,” she whispered. “Stop going away from the moment.
I can feel you drifting. Drink it all in, moment to moment, be here. Like in
fighting. You think too much. Do not think. You must feel.”


“Alright,” Ram whispered back, their voices little more
than breathy whispers in the low light. 


“Feel that?” Sifa mumbled, placing his hands on her
breasts.


“Yes.”


She moved his hands to her muscular ass as she ground her
hips down and back and forth onto him. “Feel that?”


“Uhuh.”


“Stay in the moment,” Sifa whispered into his ear. “Stay
with me. Stay with me, stay with me.”


They came almost together, the waves of it rushing
through Ram as they clung on to each other with fingers grasping, their
sweating skin sliding over skin.


“Thank you,” Ram said. 


Sifa laughed a little and nudged him with her elbow.
“Thank you, also. We must sleep now, we must rest for tomorrow. I wish we could
sleep naked in a bed together, a real bed. Well, a giant sized bed. But these
things are too small and you are definitely too big.”


Ram made a bed upon the floor, sighed with satisfaction
of the madness of it all and closed his eyes. 


It seemed like not a moment had passed but then his door
lock beeped, startling Ram into consciousness. Sifa lay on her front in his
bed, her back rising and falling with steady breaths, black skin shining in the
darkness. A noise again. Was someone doing something to unlock his door from
the other—


The door burst open and Ram jumped to his feet against
the rear wall. Sifa crouched up on the bed, arms up ready to defend herself.


A bulging body filled the doorway, shadowed face swollen
and purple, misshapen but easily recognizable.  


“Come out, both of you,” Alina hissed. “We must act
quickly.”


 


 
















 


22. UNSTOPPABLE


 


“What's going on?” Ram said, tiredness fading as his
heart started thumping in his chest. “Why aren't you in medical, Alina?”


He glanced at the screen on his desk, faintly
illuminating the on-ship time. 


0327


There was no way Dr. Fo would release her in the middle
of the night. The Victory ran on a very tight schedule and night time
was for sleeping.


Alina's face was swollen and purple and black, with cuts
at her lips and eyebrows and cheek that had been stitched-up and glued together.
She held a roll of wide medical tape and a bandage in one hand.


“You escaped,” Ram said in the darkness at the back of
his room. “You broke out of medical.”


“Being there had served its purpose. Come.”


Ram glanced at Sifa. She was just as shocked as he as she
stepped down off his bed. 


“You intended to get put in medical?” Ram asked. “Why
would you do that?”


Alina turned and strode back into the common area. Ram
scrambled after her but Sifa beat him to the door and they both slipped
through. It was still the low night lighting in the space between the bedrooms.
All the other doors were shut. 


“This is not good, Rama,” Sifa said, all trace of
softness gone from her. “Do we stop her?”


“I don’t know,” Ram muttered. He wanted Mael dead, he
knew that much.


Alina threaded between two of the three tables that ran
down the center line of the long communal space.


She was going for Mael's room.


“No,” Ram hissed. “You'll get yourself killed.”


Sifa darted forward after Alina but the bigger woman
turned and held up a palm to Sifa. “Do not concern yourself. Mael is in no
condition to offer resistance. Not now.”


“Wait, he was not badly hurt,” Sifa said, voice low and
urgent. “He looks better than you do.”


Sifa turned to Ram for confirmation but Alina crossed the
last few steps and threw open Mael's door. It was not locked but perhaps he had
never imagined needing a lock. Who would ever be dumb enough to open his door
without an invitation?


Ram held his breath and Sifa stood tense beside him
across the common area from Mael’s quarters.


Alina stopped in the doorway and simply stared inside,
shoulders hunched up. She marched into the darkness of Mael's room. Ram held
his breath, waiting for the sound of struggle to start.  If Alina had lost just
a few hours before and now was already badly injured, then Mael would overpower
her easily. And his followers outnumbered Alina’s group. 


Soft rustling, then a resounding thump. Alina backed out,
bent over and dragging Mael's unconscious body out through the doorway by the
ankles. She pulled him all the way out and into the space between the wall with
the rooms and the long tables in the center. 


Mael was awake, his eyes fixed on Alina, his face screwed
up into a fury so intense that his face with crimson and veins stood out all
over his forehead. Alina had stuffed the bandage into his mouth and then taped
it in place so that he could not cry out. 


“You've flipped his paralysis switch,” Ram said. “How did
you do that?”


“Dr. Fo obliged me,” Alina said, standing over Mael. 


“How did you get him to do that?” Ram asked.


Alina did not respond to him but instead addressed Mael
below her. 


“I wish we had more time together, Mael Durand, you
disgusting waste of flesh. We have locked the doors thoroughly but the Marines
will be forcing their way in here soon. Your minions I have also disabled, they
are lying in their rooms right now, as helpless as you are. They are followers
by nature and once you are dead they will be mine, believing in me as their
champion. You know, Mael, it would have been very pleasant to have had a few
hours with you, alone, just me and you and a few small, serrated blades and pairs
of pliers. Sadly, time is a luxury unavailable to people like us so I will have
to beat you to death with my own hands.”


“No!” Sifa shouted. “You must not. Whatever your
differences, you must think of the mission. The mission is the only thing that
is important.”


Te threw his door open and stepped out, his mouth falling
open. Alina paid him no mind. 


“But I am thinking of the mission, Sifa. Once your head
is smashed into a pulp, Mael, I will be Subject Alpha. With the support focused
on me, I will achieve higher performance than you. And I will beat the alien.
Anyway, do not concern yourself with such things. Just know that your time is
over. You lost. You were not the strongest. All you need do now is die like the
worm you are.”


She lifted her knee high and stamped down on Mael's face
with her heel, crushing his nose in a shower of blood. 


“Alina, no,” Te and Sifa shouted together. 


Ram stood looking at the scene, wondering if he should stop
her. His own life would be safer if Mael died, surely. But it seemed as though
Alina was also insane. Would she rule the subjects as Mael had, killing those
who she took issue with?


Had she not already started?


Alina lifted her knee up high and stamped down again,
smashing Mael's chin with a blow so powerful it broke his jaw. The sound of it
was like a steel bar being snapped inside a vat of Jell-O.


Across the common room, Te held back Sifa who, though she
hated and feared Mael, believed him the greatest warrior of them all. Sifa
wanted to stop Alina. Was Te holding her back because he disagreed and wanted
Mael dead or was he simply trying to protect his friend from Alina's murderous
rage?


The door to the barracks resounded with a series of
bangs. Someone on the outside, trying to break in.


“I think the Marines are coming,” Ram shouted. 


He wasn't sure if he was warning Alina so she would stop
or so she would hurry and kill Mael before they could stop her. 


Alina's next stomp down on Mael's jaw snapped it lose.
Snapped it with such force that it tore the skin under his ear, blood pouring
out as it was torn away.


It seemed unreal. Sifa and Te cried out at the sight of
it.


The pounding and scraping on the door sounded like they
were attempting to lever it open from the far side.


“Do not go anywhere,” Alina said to Mael, who's eyes were
mad with agony and fury. She kept talking but it was not to anyone present in
the barracks. “Diego, are you still in control? Very good. Allow them to open
the barracks door, let a few in. And execute stage two.”


“What are you doing?” Sifa shouted. 


“You may wish to take cover, my friends,” Alina said.
“And brace yourselves against something.”


The barracks door slid open with a juddering, grinding
clatter.


Alina ducked behind the bench closest to the entrance
just as four marines ducked in, their automatic assault rifles firing as they
stepped through. Ram leaped to the ground, scrambling toward the nearest room.


Not before he was hit.


Two shots slammed into his shoulder and arm in immediate
succession. The force knocked him sideways. Pain shot through him even as more
rounds clanged all around, spattering into the ceramic tiles and bouncing
about, hitting the benches, the open doors. 


No blood on his shoulder. Two more rounds hit him, pain
jolting through him. The rounds had hit his leg but the pain writhed up and
down his whole body. 


Non-lethal rounds. Electrical slugs. Of course, they had
to protect their investment and they couldn't risk damaging the ship through
firing proper bullets.


Ram crawled toward the nearest bedroom door but it was
shut, no doubt locked and the doors were designed to be secure against even a
subject's mighty strength. Still, there was nowhere else to go. 


Alina roared. A huge sound from deep inside her belly, so
loud that Ram could feel it rumbling through the air and the tiles under his
chest. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw her rising from her cover
behind the bench.


The non-lethal rounds were fired on semi-auto, groups of
slugs smacking into the bench seats, the tabletop, the legs. Cracking into the
floor and walls. 


The four marines stood in front of the open door, spaced
apart from each other and all hunched behind their weapons, firing in bursts.
Even as Ram watched, the door behind them slammed shut, cutting off the other
marines lined up in the doorway beyond. 


Te and Sifa were ducked down behind the second table,
relatively safe. 


But Alina was roaring and rising and she leaped up onto
the top of the bench, coiled like a spring and jumped forward. The slugs
smashed into her chest, her arms and legs and her face. It was as if she felt
nothing. They did not slow her. 


Ram felt strange, lightheaded. Perhaps the rounds that
had hit him were more than electrical, perhaps he had been hit with a drug or
something similar.


Alina covered the distance to the marines in a second.
Two of them in the center scattered in opposite directions. The other two
backed away into their corners either side of the door, still firing. 


But nothing could save them now.


Alina reached the first marine and punched him in the
face, crushing his skull, breaking his neck and sending him back in a ragdoll
heap into the door. She spun and caught the next one by his helmet and yanked
him backward off his feet and into her grasp, wrapping one of her mighty arms
around him. The marine looked like a child compared to her. Alina drew his
combat knife and sawed into his throat, spraying blood. 


The other two kept on shooting her. They must have been
down to their final few rounds as they were pinging single shots into her body
now, conserving ammo. 


And it was working, finally. She was slowing, her
movement strange. 


Or was it Ram's imagination? He climbed to his feet, the
pain from being shot already faded into nothing. Yet he felt strange, like he
was in an airplane or roller-coaster simulation. 


Alina threw her knife into one of the marines. It curved
strangely in flight but sank to the hilt in the marine’s face, smashing through
their visor. Alina turned and bound over to the last one and smashed her down
with the weight of her body, finishing her off with a palm strike that crushed
her skull. 


Silence. 


Not quite silence. The other marines outside the door
hammered and scraped at it. Alina's breath echoed. 


Mael's coughing from where he lay on the floor,
spattering blood out of his ruined face and dislocated, shattered jaw. Unable
to control anything but his own breathing, he must have been drowning in the
blood leaking from his wounds. 


Te and Sifa stood up from their cover behind the second
bench. 


“Alina,” Ram shouted. “What are you doing? The marines
are going to get through that door-”


He broke off when his stomach lurched and he felt like he
was in a car, going over the brow of a hill. Blood rushed to his head, his body
was lighter.


The ship's simulated gravity, created by spinning the
rings, was fading fast. 


And then, Ram's feet left the tiles underfoot. 


Sifa and Te clung to the tables. Mael's body rose into
the air, his eyes still wild and staring up with fury. 


“The gravity,” Te shouted. “Hold on to something.”


Alina worked quickly with the bodies around her. She took
rifles from two of them nearest to her, even as they all rose gently off the
floor. Expertly, she unloaded the magazines and allowed them to float away but
she stripped more magazines and loaded them into the rifles, stuffing a couple
more into the waistband of her pants. 


“What the hell is she doing,” Te said, clinging to the
bench table. 


“We need to stop her,” Sifa hissed. “Ram, we all rush
her. Ready?”


“No way,” Ram said, holding himself away from the ceiling
with one hand, fingers gripping the edge of the lighting strip. “Did you see
that? She loaded live ammunition into those assault rifles. How fast do you
think you're going to move in microgravity?”


By way of answer, Sifa jumped upward. That is, she pushed
herself toward the ceiling but she did it with so much power that she shot up
and crashed into the ceiling with a crack. She bounced off, clutching her head.



Alina busied herself pushing the marine's bodies toward
the door. She glanced round at Ram, saw him staring. 


“Come take one of these assault weapons,” she said. 


Ram hesitated. If he took one, he'd essentially be
agreeing to fire it. At who, the marines? If he was even just holding it when
they finally broke in, they'd assume he'd been with Alina all along and no
doubt they'd terminate him immediately. 


Alina sighed at his indecision and pushed herself off the
wall, heading toward Ram. She had perfect aim, gliding the ten meters with ease
and alighting beside him with a weapon in each hand.


Across the other side of the room, Mael had somehow been
rolled over so that he was face down. The blood pulsed out of his face and neck
in a series of red orbs, shining in the low light. 


“Ah,” Alina said, tutting. “I hoped he will have drowned
by now. No such luck for Alina, eh?” 


Ram realized suddenly that she was happy. She was
enjoying herself. 


“Here, hold one of these.” The huge woman shoved one of
the weapons into his chest, which he took without thinking. 


She pushed away from Ram, drifted over toward the
floating form of Mael. His legs were drifting apart from each other, as were
his arms. Alina stopped herself with a deft touch on the ceiling above and
braced herself, wedging her mighty shoulders between the wall and ceiling. 


“Do not kill him,” Sifa shouted. “Think of the mission.
What's at stake. It is not too late.” 


She brought up the assault rifle, which looked like a toy
in her hands.


“It is too late,” Alina said. “For him.”


She fired a three-round burst at close range, straight
into Mael's forehead. His neck jerked back and a fan of debris and pink blood
shot up as his body turned and twisted down toward the floor. 


Alina laughed. “Look, Ram,” she said. She pushed herself
from the ceiling down to Mael's body, which she straddled with her knees. As
she had done with Ram, in his room at night. “Ram, look, his skull is unbroken.
They made him well.” She prodded the wound with the muzzle of her weapon. 


Ram felt himself getting heavier, his guts being pulled
downward inside his body.


“He's still not dead?” Te shouted. 


“You still in there, Mael?” Alina said, laughing again.
“Look, he has his eyes open.”


“ALINA.”


A voice boomed from the address system in the barracks. 


“PUT DOWN YOUR WEAPON AND STEP AWAY FROM HIM”


“That's the Director,” Sifa said. “Listen to her.”


“You did this, Zuma,” Alina shouted. “You wanted to make
the best warrior, the one best at winning at all costs. Willing to kill
everyone. Here I am. Your warrior. Winning.”


Ram drifted down toward the ground. 


“NOT LIKE THIS,” Zuma thundered. “DISARM. NOW.”


“Diego?” Alina said. “Have they taken you?”


“Please,” Sifa said. “This is crazy.”


Alina shook her head, brought up her gun. “It is over,
Mael,” she said. “You lost.”


The barracks doors opened and the marines poured through,
firing as they came through. The rounds cracked and smashed the tiles all
around. 


Live rounds. 


Not shock slugs like last time.


Alina fired a long burst into Mael, the rounds ripping
into his face and head, this time showering blood and brains and skull all over
the floor and wall. 


She had neglected to brace herself properly and though
the gravity was returning, she flew up and away, backward, still firing wildly.
When she crashed into the other side of the room, the marines stopped firing.
Presumably, they had been given orders to hold fire. 


It was too late for Mael. The Marines could not save him.



The gravity came back as the rings were spun up to speed.
It happened slow enough for Ram to land quite gently on his feet. Sifa and Te
likewise stood, looking between Alina and Mael.


“Put your weapons down, now,” the leading marine shouted,
his voice artificially amplified. “Now, drop them now.”


Ram dropped his and put his hands up, stepping back. 


“Fine,” Alina said. “All I wanted was him. You are all
safe from me.” 


She tossed her assault rifle to the ground and then
tossed the spare magazines down, clattering beside it.


The bedroom doors unlocked and the other subjects came
charging out. Finally released from their paralysis. Jun, Gondar, Genesis,
Javi, Didem and Eziz. They saw the body of their leader, his head and face shot
to pieces. 


They saw Alina and Ram with weapons at their feet.


Full of fury, they charged. 


 


 
















 


23. BATTLE


 


Genesis and Jun charged Alina, straight at her with no
thought of tactics, unless their tactic was to rush her before she could react.


Te and Sifa were shouting to stop but Gondar and Javi
rushed them, leaping over the body of their fallen hero and bounding up to them
in just a few strides. Gondar’s and Javi’s faces were contorted with fury,
obviously assuming they were with Alina. Ram wanted to shout a warning to his
friends but he had his own problems.


Ram faced the fury of Eziz, who leaped the bench in
between them and came on like a Hell demon from a horror game. Didem was hot on
Eziz’s heels, growling bloody murder like a maniac. 


“Wait,” Ram shouted, backing up as far as he could. “Just
hold on a—”


Eziz feinted high and right then dove for Ram's knees,
trying to take him down. But Ram expected it and jumped up, pushing off the
wall and coming down with a knee driven into Eziz's mid-back. 


Didem was on him, wrapping her arms around Ram's neck and
both her legs around Ram's waist. Ram was bigger, though, and very much
stronger so her grappling alone was never going to bring Ram down. 


It didn't need to.


Didem was doing no more than slowing Ram down while Eziz
recovered from the knee to his back. The Turkmen wrestler rolled into Ram's
legs, tangling him up and taking him down with Didem clinging to his back. 


Ram knew he was in trouble. He was breathing heavily from
the effort and Didem was constricting his neck, still growling maniacally. 


On his feet, he was bigger and stronger than either of his
attackers. Maybe stronger even than both combined. Ram was taller, had at least
ten centimeters reach on Eziz and much more than that on Didem. But on the
ground he was vulnerable. All his muscle made him bulky and inflexible where Di
was lithe as a snake. She was increasing pressure on his throat, trying to
choke him so he threw his head back, hard, and cracked her in the nose, trying
to get his hand up between her arm and his neck to provide a barrier. 


It was a mistake. The vast gulf in experience between him
and the others was barely comprehensible to him. They had years of wrestling
experience to draw on, he had a couple of months.


His skull walloped her hard but a single blow to the face
for any of the subjects could never be more than a distraction. And Di wasn't even
distracted. By throwing his head back, all he'd done was expose more of his
throat to her thick forearm and she used the gap to slide her grip up higher,
right up under his jaw and she tightened her grip.


Fighting for breath, Ram’s heart hammered in his ears,
his vision began to cloud and darken from the edges as less oxygenated blood
reached him.


Eziz heaved his shoulder into Ram's knees, driving him
sideways, twisting and pushing to bring Ram down. The wall was just behind, he
knew, if he could lean on it, he might keep his feet. Ram shuffled backward,
trying to keep upright, Di choking him. His advantage was his greater mass and
strength, he knew he had to use it before they took him down. Ram pulled Di's
arm away from his throat with both hands, leaned forward and threw her over his
shoulder and crashed her down on to Eziz's back. 


Ram, freed for the moment, jumped back and looked toward
the shouts and sounds of fighting.  His mind was whirring, freewheeling, he
didn’t know what he should do next. Te and Sifa grappled Gondar and Javi. Neither
was doing well, both being pounded between the tables, back to back, bloodied
and struggling. 


The marines were shouting now, screaming at Alina, at all
of them to stop, to cease immediately or else. 


Gen and Jun pressed Alina hard, both striking, circling
but Alina changed direction and jabbed a front kick up into Gen's face. It
knocked her back and Alina dived for the floor, strangely not going for either
of her opponents. 


She got to her knees, holding the assault rifle she had earlier
dropped. 


Zuma's voice shouted over the speakers, warning them all
to stop at once. 


Alina snapped her rifle up to her shoulder and opened
fire, shredding the heads of Jun and Genesis in two short bursts. There was
little blood but he distinctly saw both their skulls exploding into pieces and
clouds of pink matter erupting from them as they fell. The noise was terrific,
painful inside his ears.


Ram ducked low, hugging up against the wall. He glanced
back for Eziz and Di, expecting to fend off another attack but Di had dived for
the wall herself, laying facedown along it and Eziz... 


Eziz had scooped up the other assault weapon, the one Ram
had thrown down.


He took aim at Alina. 


Ram, without considering why, leaped forward from his
crouching position and shouldered Eziz aside.


But he was too late. Eziz was already firing when they
connected, firing on full auto. The weapon whirred into action, clattering rounds
flying so close together it was a continuous sound, like a zipper or a sheet of
plastic being torn apart but a thousand times louder, the noise alone
shattering his senses.


Ram rolled against the legs of the nearest bench,
cracking his head against a steel-hard edge. Alina returned fire from the far
end of the room, the bullets scattering everywhere, the room filling with noise
and the acrid stink of explosive propellant.


Screams, shouts from both ends and the center of the
room. Ram wasn’t sure where he was, exactly and who was where, until he risked
peering out from behind one of the steel bench legs near his face.


The marines opened up from the doorway, firing off tight
bursts, but over and over again. The noise in the enclosed space was appalling,
rounds were sparking off the walls around the squad of marines.


Ram was certain he would be shot again. Utterly certain
he would be hit but this time with the live rounds instead of the electronic
slugs from before. They ricocheted underneath the bench next to him. Shards of
ceramic, sparks from the metal bench and dust sprayed over him, the stink and debris
filling his throat as he took big panicky breaths. The rounds were still firing
from both ends of the room but the rate of fire grew ever more sporadic over
the next few seconds. 


Through all the shouting voices, he heard Sifa bellowing
some battle cry that became a cry of pain or anguish before it was cut off. The
acrid smoke in the air combined with the stink of fresh blood and the cloying foulness
of shit.


He couldn't cower in fear while his friends were dying
around him. Clearly, he was nearer the door than the rear of the room so he
crawled toward the middle bench, keeping as low as he could, keeping his eyes
squeezed tight, lest he get shrapnel to the eyeballs. Hoping to find Sifa. Almost
immediately his hands, out in front of him, slid into sticky, warm liquid. Even
before he pried open an eye, he knew he was crawling in a pool of blood. 


Ram crawled forward into it, through it. The cloying
stench of blood and the acrid tang of smoke filled his lungs but the shots had
almost ended so he chanced lifting his head and torso up a few centimeters to
look for his friends.


There were bodies everywhere. The one closest to him had
dark brown skin but not much of a head.


A burst of fire ripped into his shoulder, neck and head,
knocking him face down into the spreading slick of warm blood. 


 


 











PART 4 – ASCENDANCE 


24. AFTERMATH


 


There was pain. Voices. Dreams of gunfire and blood. Time
passed.


“No!”


Someone hushed him, stroked his head.


“What happened?” Ram said, trying to sit up. He was
conscious but couldn't see clearly. Someone was there and he was asking them a
question. “Were we talking? Where am I?”


The figure resolved into a beautiful but exhausted face.
“What do you remember?” She held him down with one hand on his chest.


“Milena? I remember... blood. On my face. A… training
accident?”


“No,” Milena said, her voice tight with strain. “Perhaps
it is good that you do not remember. You are in the medical ring, recovering
from surgery to repair damage caused by injuries sustained in a firefight.
Bullet wounds.”


“Wait,” Ram said, his tongue feeling wrong in his mouth.
“I remember. Bits and pieces. What happened to the others?”


“Dr. Fo?” Milena said. “Can he be released?”


The tiny doctor sidled up to Milena. “Rama Seti,” he
said. Dr. Fo looked awful. Huge black circles under his eyes, his skin a shade
of gray-green you only normally got on universal camouflage patterns. When he
spoke, the doctor’s voice was flat and lifeless. “I am glad to see you conscious.”


“Doctor,” Milena said. “He has memory problems.”


“Of course he does!” Dr. Fo snapped. Then he slumped
again, too tired to maintain irritation. “We can hope you make a full recovery,
back to combat efficiency at any rate. But don’t expect all your memories to be
coming back. Good luck to you. To all of us.” 


Dr. Fo slouched away. Ram sat up to watch him go and
noted the doctor's white coat was soaked with blood. Before he shuffled through
the door, he took off a plastic apron and dumped it into a bin beside it. 


“Where's everyone else?” Ram asked Milena. 


He knew it was bad when she did not meet his eye. Ram reached
up and felt his shoulder, his neck and his head. The stubble under his fingers
told him his head had been freshly shaved, a day or two ago, and was barely
starting to grow back. There were long stitched wounds over his scalp. The air
smelled powerfully of disinfectant. Two medical personnel were tossing
blood-soaked bundles of bandages into biohazard waste sacks. A row of three
steel gurneys lined the far wall, an orderly or some such wiping them down with
liters of cleaning fluid. The floor beneath spattered pink with diluted blood.


“Who died?” Ram asked. 


Milena couldn’t look at him. “Ram, it's not good. It was
chaotic in the barracks, they lost control. We lost control. Thousands of
rounds. Alina was an expert shot. So was Eziz.”


“Just give it to me straight, don't draw it out.”


“They all died.”


Ram looked at her. “Come on. Not those guys. Those
giants. Not these bodies.”


She chewed her lips before answering. They were red,
chapped, skin missing on them. “There were so many rounds fired. The
investigation is almost complete and I have viewed the footage many times over.
Alina and Eziz obtained assault rifles with hundreds of lethal rounds and
between them shot almost everyone. They aimed for the head. The marines shot Eziz
and Alina and they shot to kill. And everyone caught stray bursts, including
you. You took a couple to the side and back of the head, here and here, but
they were glancing shots.”


“How long?”


“Must be around thirty hours now. No, more like forty. Dr.
Fo and his team have been working without pause, fighting to save everyone we
could. It looked for a while like Te Zhang would pull through but they could
not save him.”


“Sifa?” 


“She suffered a number of wounds to the chest trying to drag
Te into cover. She would have survived that but Eziz very deliberately shot
her. Some number of rounds entered around the base of her skull, destroying her
hypothalamus. Bone and bullet fragments traveled through to the front of her
brain. She certainly would have felt nothing.”


“Good. That's good.”


“I am sorry.”


“So the mission is over,” Ram said. “And all because of
Alina.”


“Alina, yes,” Milena said, nodding. “She was the
catalyst. She was the perpetrator. But it was not just her, as you know. The Director
and the Chief Executive are investigating now, the preliminary report being
wound up now but it is already clear what happened, to a large extent. It’s all
right there, on the cameras.”


Ram lowered his voice, leaned toward her. “Do they know
about... you know. Us? What we talked about right before...?”


She looked up at him then. “Everything we are saying now
is being recorded so there is no need to whisper. And yes, they know. They know
everything. I told them even as the actions were taking place. Our concerns
about becoming Mael's victims obviously became irrelevant as soon as Alina
killed him. But we were cut off. Diego had hacked the security systems, blocked
communications. He stopped the ship's rotation. Alina's driver, Noomi, intentionally
or accidentally took her own life in an explosion in the medical ring. She
improvised a device that burned through the reserve subjects in storage,
incinerating them before the fire suppression systems could stop it.”


“Reserve subjects?”


“The backup heads that were kept in a coma state, do you remember?
We know that she had particular ethical concerns in that regard but not to such
an extent that she would risk so much to see their exploitation permanently
ended in such a manner, That’s not all. The explosion damaged oxygen storage
tanks in the connecting wall which blew the fire into the Artificial Person
section and destroyed all but two of the remaining AP units.”


“The bodies for spare parts and stuff? She wanted us to
liberate them but instead she accidentally killed them?”


“A hastily planned terrorist incident does not usually go
as intended.”


“Noomi was a terrorist? A real one?” Ram said. “How did she
get on the mission?”


“How can we ever know what intentions someone harbors in
the deep of their soul? If there was any sign before, it would have been picked
up and she never would have made it onboard the Victory.”


“Which were the two AP bodies that survived?”


“One was Sifa’s,” Milena said. “The other was yours, it
happened to be in having a standard medical exam. Sifa’s survived through more
dumb luck. It was at the far end of the room, the initial small shockwave
dislodged a broken wall panel which knocked it down behind some exercise
equipment and then served as a shield while the fire burnt itself out. But Sifa’s
brain is beyond salvageable at this point.”


Ram felt as mindless as his own blank. Just numb, more
than anything.


“What about using the surviving APs for one of the other
subjects?”


Milena sighed. “There has to be a genetic match or the
grafting between human and AP will not take.”


“I see,” Ram said, just as a blinding flash of headache
rose and faded behind his eyes. He winced until it passed. “How can we carry on
without Mael or Alina or anyone?”


“That is what they will decide right now. Chief Executive
Zhukov has called a meeting in the crew ring and we will go there immediately.
But obviously, things are not good. Not good at all.”


“I have to be there?” Ram asked. 


“You’re not invited,” Milena said. “But if you don’t step
up now, they will disregard you. If you don’t step forward now, you’ll likely
not get another chance and humanity needs you. So, get your giant ass up and
let’s go.”


The medical personnel helped him to get to his feet,
though his head spun enormously and he had to hold on for some time before
anyone dared let go. His first step, he fell against the wall. His second, he
found himself bent at the waist, dry-heaving and sweating.


“You’ve had a lot of anesthetic in the last couple of
days,” Milena explained. “It will wear off quicker if you get your heart rate
up. Come on, we’ll be late.”


By the time they got to the huge communal mess hall that
the crew shared, Ram felt much better, physically. Emotionally, he felt little
more than a sense of wonder. A sense of awe at how badly things had gone. Clearly,
Milena was pumping him full of something or other to keep his grief and guilt
from overwhelming him. He was grateful. 


Director Zuma, on the other hand, looked awful. She stood
at the far end of the mess hall, which was the full length of the ring section.
As far a distance as someone could see onboard the Victory and yet even
from that distance, Ram could see she was defeated.


The mess was full. Every person on the ship, surely, was
there. They had never told Ram how many crewmembers there were, nor exactly how
big the ship was and he had never pushed for answers. But he guessed there were
a hundred people in that room or more, sitting in tightly packed chairs and at
tables that faced a clear space at the far end. It was so full that people
stood at the sides and back of the room.


Ram noted a handful of marines, fully armed, dotted
around the room, two of them flanking the people up at the front of the room. Milena
saw him looking at them.


“Don’t worry about them,” she said quietly, as they took
the last spaces at the rear of the hall. “They are just a precaution.”


“Right,” Ram whispered. “Against me?”


“No,” Milena said. “You are innocent of any wrongdoing,
either in the run up to or the execution of the event.”


“Do they know that?”


“That’s their commanding officer down the front,” Milena
said, pointing out a big, blond, grizzled man sitting slumped sideways in his
folding chair, one arm slung over the back of it. “He knows he messed up as
much as anyone. No one is looking to blame you.”


“Who’s the badass in the shiny uniform?” Ram muttered. An
immaculate, naval style uniform and perfectly groomed hair couldn’t disguise
how much the man at the back looked dangerous.


“That’s Commander Tamura, the ship’s captain,” Milena
said. “His rank is Commander of the UNOPS Victory. We don’t see him, he
is never involved in ludus activities but him and his crew are responsible for
getting us where we need to be. Commander Tamura is senior to the Captain of
the Marines. The crew loves him but he scares them, too.”


Zhukov was there next to Commander Tamura, standing back from
Zuma with his head bowed like he was at a funeral. 


Director Zuma, about to address the crew, looked worse. Her
shoulders rounded, her whole being sagged as if pulled down by a heavy weight.
Simply standing before them took almost all the strength she had. Her richly
brown skin had a gray pallor. Before speaking, Zuma took a deep, shuddering
breath. 


“Many times, I spoke of this mission as a spear thrust,
aimed at our enemy's heart. I said that our spearhead was made up of our
subjects. That our crew was the shaft, that we were aimed by all of humanity.
Hyperbole, clearly. A handy metaphor and no more than that. But a few days ago,
we lost the point of that spear. All our subjects, dead. The redundancies built
into this mission have been overcome by a combination of malicious acts of
terrorism, murder, chance and human error. I take full responsibility for the
tragedy. It was my decision to pursue the policy that we pursued. It was my
plan to forgo ethical concerns to increase the performance of Subject Alpha. It
was my...” 


Zuma broke off and rubbed her face. 


“We must go on. Somehow. But how, exactly, will not be up
to me. I resigned my commission a few minutes ago and Chief Executive Zhukov
will take up the Managing Directorship from now on. He will take us onward from
here. Whatever our personal and professional failures, they are irrelevant and
I will continue to advise and support with whatever expertise I can provide.
But stepping aside will mean a fresh start, a new approach. We have asked you
all here to hear what we propose and to discuss it. Only critical crew are not
in attendance and they will have the opportunity to comment later. In a few hours
we will hold a memorial service for the fallen. But now I will hand you over to
the Chief Exec and Director.”


She slumped away and stood with her head down. Shrunken,
reduced. Defeated by her failures. 


Zhukov stepped forward. 


“This is not a democracy. We will not be taking a vote on
courses of action. But I wished to look you all in the eye when I tell you
this. The mission goes on. We all go on. And we will succeed. Anyone expressing
a contrary view will be regarded by me in most unfavorable terms. Now. You know
what happened in the ludus three days ago. The footage, from every angle, has
been made available to you all for at least twenty-four hours so there's no
need to go over the specifics as it unfolded. I have heard many of you asking
how this could have happened and this is the question we also asked ourselves.
There were a number of factors. The subjects' drivers were designed to support
the subject in combat but also to provide personal psychological support and
assessment. The drivers also met with the Chief Psychologist and the Director,
with written reports evidenced by recordings of conversations and footage of
the subject. 


“In this case, however, Noomi had been deceiving us for
some time. Filing reports that drastically misrepresented her conversations
with Alina as well as deleting, obscuring and editing the recordings of their
conversations. We believe many of the recordings she submitted were concocted
purely to keep us off their track.”


A pale hand near the front shot up. 


“I wanted to keep questions for the end but I will take
one now, go ahead.”


“Sir, we carry out regular audits and random inspections
exactly so that we can avoid this kind of deceit.”


“Thank you, Beaumont. Indeed, we do and yet because of
technical assistance from Diego, they were able to hide the secret conversations
that they did have. We are not clear on how they did it but we will uncover
full details. It may be they had help and that there are other people on this
ship, in this room, who helped them. If you are out there then hear me when I
say this. We will find you. It would be better if you give yourself up now.
Just like Diego, you will not suffer punitive punishment and if your skills are
required for this mission then you will carry on with increased oversight.
Punishment will have to wait until the mission is complete, perhaps when we are
back on Earth. On the other hand, it may be that Alina, Noomi and Diego formed
the complete cabal. Between the three of them, it is entirely possible they
could have carried out everything that they did.”


Ram leaned down to Milena as subtly as he could, heart
thumping. “No mention of us?”


“Zuma is an idealist,” Milena muttered. “Zhukov is a
pragmatist. He can see the big picture.”


Ram let out a breath. Plainly, she had made a deal with
the man. 


A voice called from the center the audience. “What did
they want?” 


Zhukov sighed but he allowed the question. “They did not
want this. They did not want to kill everyone and destroy the mission. They
believed in the mission so much that they were willing to kill for it. They
believed that Director Zuma was wrong with her Alpha First mission design. They
discovered, through Diego we believe, that each of them was on the list for
potentially sanctioned targets for Mael's homicidal incidents and they were
unwilling to be so. The group believed, for many reasons that were perfectly
valid, that Alina would make a better subject Alpha than Mael. Better in terms
of our ultimate outcomes on the Orb. The only barrier, as far as they could
tell, was the continued existence of Mael himself. The plan that they carried
out was designed to kill Mael alone, yet Alina was willing to kill more
subjects, should they oppose her. She was willing to kill non-vital crew, such
as the drivers and marines if they attempted to stop or harm her.”


“So she lost her mind?” Someone shouted. 


Zhukov had clearly decided to let his audience vent a
little. “No. Why would you think that? Did you not hear what I just said? She considered
herself the best chance for this mission to succeed. We had demonstrated, over
and over, that the lives of individuals on this ship were unimportant compared
to Subject Alpha. Her willingness to kill to protect herself made perfect
sense. But it was not only to kill Mael. Noomi euthanized most of our Artificial
Persons and all backup subjects through improvised explosive devices. A day
before, Alina allowed herself to be beaten so severely by Mael in order to gain
access to the switches that would paralyze Mael and the other subjects that she
felt would physically protect him. Noomi set the explosives while Diego
controlled the security for all of them. He blocked our cameras and
microphones. He locked the door to the barracks and our security team worked to
counter his lock. When the lock was overcome, the individual in the team who was
responsible for hacking the hack believed he had overcome Diego's program
through his own skills. And we believed him. Of course, it was a trap. Four
marines were sent in with nonlethal rounds to subdue Alina but they each had
four magazines of expanding hollow point, each magazine with ninety-six rounds.
That meant when Alina killed the marines, that she had over fifteen hundred
live rounds. It looks as though well over a thousand rounds were fired between
Alina and Eziz and the second team of marines fired some two hundred to bring
them both down.”


“Why didn't Team Two use the nonlethal rounds?”


Zhukov glanced at Captain Cassidy, sitting in the front
row. Cassidy waved a hand at Zhukov, declining to comment. 


“They tried that,” Zhukov said, clearly he had been fully
briefed by the Marine Captain. “The rounds had practically no effect on the
enhanced bodies of the subjects. It was our prior belief that they would work,
based on laboratory tests. Evidently, there are cascading errors going back
months and even years, even to off this ship back on Earth and to before we
left orbit. There is still much we don't understand. How did Diego access ship
control and fire the thrusters to stop the ship spinning? That should have been
compartmentalized. Why did Noomi murder herself during the detonation of the
device? Was it accidental or intentional?”


“Were they terrorists?” Someone shouted.


 “Certainly, Noomi seems to have felt strongly enough
about Artificial Persons to be willing to destroy them. I am not an expert in
pro-human terrorism but I believe they release the sims, when possible or kill
them if not. What is more confusing is why she destroyed the backup subjects
kept in deep coma. They were all heads without bodies and so would require an Artificial
Person if they were ever to be used but I do not know what problem she may have
had with them simply existing in storage, unconscious and unaware. Not
offending anybody. Diego claims to know nothing of any bombs. Noomi’s
motivations may forever remain unknown. Is it even important? All we can do now
is recover and move on.”


“Move on? How can we move on? All our subjects are gone.
It's all over.”


Ram stood up straighter at the back. He felt Milena
glance up at him. Being discounted to such an extent, after all his hard work. After
all he had fought for. He wanted to wade into the crowd and lay waste to them. 


“I know it seems that way,” Zhukov said. “And perhaps you
are correct. But we cannot allow you to be correct. And this is what I want you
all to hear. We must leave this room, feeling and knowing that the mission is
not over. That we do have a chance at victory. Because we must do so. We must
or the alternative is too difficult to contemplate. So, a way forward. We have
options. We have opportunities. There are still people on board this ship who
would stand against the alien. We have Bediako. The only human to survive battle
with the entity.”


Bediako stood up straight, looked around the room once,
slowly and nodded at Zhukov.


“It would be an honor,” Bediako said. “To fight once more
would be an honor. I have decades of combat experience at the most elite levels
anywhere in the Solar System. You all need not worry about my skill and my
fitness. Trust me. I am an expert.”


A few people chuckled and Ram sensed a certain relaxation
spreading through the room. A small collective sigh. 


But not everyone was placated.


“Oskar?” Zhukov said to a hand sticking up in the center
of the room.


“No offense, Bediako,” a red-faced man with blond hair
said, standing and addressing the room as well as the instructor and Zhukov in
turn. Ram recalled that Sifa's driver was called Oskar. “But you had an attempt
thirty years ago. And you failed.”


Zhukov waived down the mumbled protests then invited
Oskar to continue. Bediako's face was thunder.


“There is no one alive with more experience, that is
indisputable. But we all know why you were not part of the intake for this
mission and instead were lead instructor. Your body is simply not capable of
achieving the required standard. Your second fusing with an Artificial Person
body has seen to that. And an old model body, one that was not suitable for a
primary candidate. I am sorry but you are too slow. Too weak.”


“You impudent little twerp,” Bediako said. “Who are you
to judge me? You know nothing of combat. If you did, you would know that timing
beats speed. Experience and skill make up for strength. Who would you prefer to
fight the alien? You?”


“No,” Oskar said. “What about one of the marines?”


All eyes in the room turned to the large Captain Cassidy
sitting slouched in a chair at the front, who climbed to his feet and looked down
on the seated audience. 


The marine officer had lost a squad of his precious men
and he looked like he had not slept in days. His rugged, bony face was deeply
lined, with a weathered ruddiness seemingly undiminished by years in space. Still,
the menace in his eyes was like a pair of lasers he was shooting around the
room at everyone, one after the other. He looked like a man who wanted
vengeance and, with the way he exuded competence, he knew how to get it. 


Ram hoped that Milena was right and the man did not hold
him responsible for the massacre. Captain Cassidy of the UNOP Marine Corps
looked like a bad man to have as an enemy.


“Hell,” the Captain said. “You got to have rocks in your
head, Oskar. There’s no way me or any of my guys can face that thing without
our augmentation. Look at me, for Christ's sake.” The Captain held his arms out.
“We’re all so full of augments that we’re practically cyborgs. You take out enough
that we can get below the Zeta Line and it would ruin our physical abilities
right away.”


“Obviously,” the driver called Oskar replied. “I know that,
I just thought you could select the best hand to hand fighter from your
company, I mean, of the survivors and have their augments removed.”


The Captain was clearly horrified for a moment, then
recovered to shake his head. “You don’t understand, Oskar. Our augments have
been part of us for years. They are a core part of our training right out of
basic, everything we do relies on those components, from synchronized
communications to neurochemically enhanced reactions. And we’re just not
trained to fight as individuals, we operate as part of a team.”


“I understand all that but I have seen your marines
training one on one, with knife fights and grappling. You do know how to do
this.”


“Don’t presume to tell me my job, Oskar, you’re, what, a
medical doctor?”


“Biochemist originally but I also have a doctorate in
human psychol—”


“Well, doctor, that’s damned impressive but I’ve been a Marine
for over twenty years and I know what I’m talking about.” The Captain sighed
and Ram saw for a moment a commanding officer who had just lost four people in
his company. “Look, I understand, alright, you see my company and you see the
finest killers humanity has ever produced and you think, why not throw them
into the Arena? But you will also remember, that our predecessors in UNOP tried
that in Mission Two. We simply do not have the mass to compete with an entity
that size, nor do we have the reaction time without our augmentation, we just
don’t.”


Oskar threw up his hands. “Fine, of course, I know. I
know.”


Captain Cassidy threw Ram a quick look from across the
room. Ram’s heart skipped a beat. 


Was the Captain going to denounce him?


“However,” Cassidy said. “I do believe my expertise can
be of assistance to us all in making a decision here today. And I honestly can’t
believe none of you has said it so far. I’m certain we must all be thinking it.
We all know that there was one survivor of the massacre in the barracks room. A
man of utterly extraordinary physical ability. Demonstrably the strongest man
the world has ever known. A man with thousands of hours of simulated combat in
over a dozen highly competitive arenas. Just a few days ago he received
multiple bullet wounds, including two rounds to the skull. And yet I hear that he
has already made a full physical recovery. He was built for this, in every way.”
Captain Cassidy held out his hand, indicating the back of the room. “Thank you
for joining us, Rama Seti.”


Every head in the room turned to point his way in a
suddenly rustling and chair scraping mass. Dozens of faces. Not one of them
seemed to be impressed. Many of them turned back to the front.


Bediako's looked like he wanted to murder Cassidy and Ram
both. 


“Hi,” Ram said. “How are you all doing?”


Someone near the front raised their hand. 


“But he's not a real subject,” a woman said. “He's only
here for cannon fodder. I’m sorry but it’s just the truth, isn’t it?”


Another crew member he had never seen replied. “That’s right,
simulated experience has no bearing on real world experience.”


Someone unseen called out. “He's only even been awake a
few days, really.”


People started shouting, speaking over each other.


“He just got shot to pieces and Fo has rebuilt him from
scans.”


“There’s a certain mindset to champions that he just does
not have.”


“If you’re going to consider him you might as well put
one of the Artificial Persons in the arena, right?” 


Ram thought it was mainly the drivers calling out. They
had all lost their subjects and they were hurting, angry. Despairing. A few
people then objected to the general consensus. Not many. 


It was pissing him off.


“I’m sorry,” Oskar the driver shouted. “I really am but
he honestly does not have the mental fortitude. I’ve read his progress reports.
He’s a loser. He quits when things get tough, it’s a deeply rooted pattern of
behavior that cannot be excised, even with digital brain surgery. To put it
bluntly, he will never have what it takes. This is a waste of our time.” 


Ram straightened up and strode down the center of the
room toward the front. He wasn't entirely sure why he was going or what he
would do when he got there but he was angry at being dismissed out of hand by
those people. Who were they to question him, to doubt him? What did they know
about him, really? About what he knew he was capable of, deep down in his soul.



He towered over everyone. He overtopped even Bediako. The
normal sized people were like children to him.


Sitting beneath him, the driver named Oskar seemed to
shrink further into his seat, glancing up at Ram as he walked past. He stared
down at Oskar with loathing. Sure, him and all the drivers were all ludicrously
intelligent, accomplished and competent but, for fuck’s sake, so was he. There
was no reason to be intimidated by any one of them and not even by the group of
them all together. A deep anger welled inside him. Anger at Alina and Mael.


And at himself. 


Allowing that anger to come to the surface meant he could
face them down with little room left for self-doubt. 


Zhukov nodded up at Ram when he drew near and Ram
returned the nod. The sea of faces looking back at him when he turned to the
audience was a little overwhelming for a moment but then that familiar feeling
of unreality flooded in. He'd addressed crowds bigger than this before. Those
times he had been in-game and he'd been in his avatar speaking to hundreds of
other avatars, not real people but it amounted to the same thing, really. A few
years back when he started building his co-op he'd even gone on a three-day
business course called Delivering Powerful IRL and Avar Presentations.
Little in that course had been of long term use but there was one tip that had
always stuck with him. 


Open with a joke.


“I'm hurt,” Ram said. He watched the faces frown back at
him. “I’m hurt real bad. I'm hurt that you guys didn't think of me right away.”


It was a lame gag but a few people chuckled. Captain
Cassidy even grunted.


“I shouldn't joke in these circumstances,” Ram continued.
“Obviously. Like someone just said, I haven't been here for long. Well, not conscious
and attached to a body, anyway. But in the last seventy days or so since I have
been a member of this crew, a willing participant in this mission, I have made friends
here. Comrades, if you like. It has not been long in days and hours, perhaps
but the ludus is an intense place and you live it, fully, day and night. I
guess what I’m saying is that I really did count a handful of the other
subjects as my friends. And they were murdered.”


He looked out at them. They looked confused, saddened. It
wasn't what Ram wanted to say at all. 


“But look,” he said. “I have experience. Lots simulated,
yes. Some real world. And I have this body. This old model body, sure but it’s one
with modern features, recently installed. So, you know, as much as I hate to
step up here and say this, logically, I'm really the best chance we have of winning
in the Orb Arena.”


“You?” Bediako shouted from across the room. He laughed.
It was a sound like a chainsaw ripping through a bundle of rusty barbed wire.
“You're a patsy, son. You're a lamb to the slaughter that fluked getting away
from the slaughterhouse. Go sit down before you hurt yourself.”


Ram shook his head. “And I say that putting you forward
would be the worst mistake humanity could make. Let’s face it, you went in
there once before and you lost. And now you’re old as fuck, you’re riddled with
radiation and your mind is full of holes. I’m sorry for you but you're a
fragile old has-been and you wouldn’t have a hope.”


Silence. Bediako’s eyes popped out of his head and veins
at the man’s temples and forehead shone.


Bediako strode forward, throwing chairs and people out of
his way.


Ram prepared to fight, feeling the epinephrine surging
through him. He hoped Milena would dose him good. 


Chairs scraped on the floor as people, especially in the
front row jumped to their feet and scrambled aside, out of Bediako’s way. He
strutted with his head down, like a bullock making a run at a gate.


“Stop,” Zhukov roared. The volume was such that it made
Ram's ears' ring. He stepped into the Chief Instructor’s way with his arms
spread wide. “You cannot fight in here, this is the Mess Hall.”


“Fine,” Bediako said, coming to a stop, his face
contorting with the effort to control himself. He towered over the new
Director. “Not here. I will kill him in the ludus.”


 


 
















 


25. BEDIAKO


 


Rama stared across the sparring room at Bediako. The
chief instructor was busy slapping himself in the face and growling to psych
himself up.


They had the huge room to themselves. All support staff
had been ordered into the Ludus Mess or the PT Room, ready and waiting to pick
up the pieces should anything go badly wrong. Whoever won the fight, both men
were valuable resources, so Zhukov said beforehand. 


“It has been my goal, throughout my careers, to always choose
the best individual for the job,” Zhukov said from ship’s speakers,
broadcasting throughout the Victory. “As much as it pains me to risk
either man, we must determine who will provide humanity’s best chance. Will it
be technique and experience winning over strength and relative youth? We will
know shortly who will be Mission Four’s Subject Alpha. And may the best man
win.” 


Zhukov had broadcast his message from the safety of his office.
The camera feed from the sparring room was shared live with every screen on the
ship.


“What did he mean by relative youth?” Ram muttered to
Milena. He looked across the width of that tubular room to where Bediako jumped
on the spot, slapping his chest now. The old man’s physique really was
remarkable, his muscles were smaller than Ram’s but they appeared to be
incredibly dense and the man moved like a ninja.


“This is it, now, Rama,” Milena said from inside Ram's
inner ear. “This is the fight that will decide all life as we know it.”


“Don't say that,” Ram said, flexing and stretching to
warm his muscles. “What the hell’s the matter with you?”


She laughed. “Just attempting to lighten the mood.”


“Do you really think I can beat him?”


“I know you will beat him. You're stronger, younger,
faster. He probably knows every trick there is to know but that didn't help him
when he fought the Wheelhunter, did it. No doubt he will strike you, hard. No
doubt he will get you in arm locks and leg locks and he will attempt to choke
you. Your escape techniques are basic, yes but you have the strength to remove
his holds. You have trained constantly, every day, all day, for months whereas
he has been doing weights in his spare time. All you need to do is catch him,
hold him still and pummel him. Or perhaps break his limbs until he cannot move
any longer.”


“Simple, really.”


Across the room, Bediako completed his preparations and
strode out to the middle of the huge space, his shoulders relaxed, like he was
promenading around Nehru Park.


“If you are really afraid, you do not have to do this,”
Milena said. “You know that. A few days ago you were fighting only to stay
alive as long as you could, your goal was simply to live. If you let Bediako
fight the Wheeler, then you won’t have to fight the alien. And you will live, certainly,
maybe even make it back to Earth one day. So why don’t you just give up right
now?”


Ram laughed, watching the way Bediako moved lightly on
his toes. He knew Milena was playing devil’s advocate, was trying to remind him
why he had stepped up. 


“How long would I even live for if he loses against the
Wheeler? Years, probably but we don't know, years when humanity is under a
sustained alien attack? If I am the best fighter, then it has to be me in the
Orb arena.”


“You’re going to crush him,” Milena said. “Look at him,
dancing about like an idiot.”


Ram took a deep breath, watching Bediako’s silky
movement. The instructor smiled when he saw Ram staring at him.


“He’s one of the most elite fighters in human history,”
Ram said, rotating his hands to loosen his wrists.


“So are you, you moron. Give it your all. You will win
this fight. His brain is seventy years old, all patched up with a downloaded
mind. He’s on his second body. You’re going to smash his skull in.”


“Fine, Milena, take it easy,” Ram said to her. “I hear
what you’re saying. I’m overpowered and he’s been nerfed all to shit.”


The massive training room seemed even bigger than usual,
with no one in it but for Ram and Bediako. Almost everyone on the ship would be
watching live, through the multiple cameras arrayed in the walls and ceiling
all around the room.


“You’re thinking of backing out, fat boy,” Bediako said
from the center of the room, holding his arms out like he owned the place. “And
you should. Do yourself a favor. Do the mission a favor. You could still have uses,
you can be my training partner. But you’re no good if you're too broken to
function.”


 Trying to intimidate me, Ram thought.


“He's just trying to intimidate you,” Milena said. “He’s
asserting dominance, reminding you that he’s the instructor. Demonstrating that
this is his territory.”


 “Obviously,” Ram muttered. “Stop talking unless it’s
practical advice.”


“Come on up here, coward,” Bediako shouted, laughing. Ram
ignored him, rolling his head around to warm up his vast neck muscles. 


“Roger that. First, try to keep away from him for as long
as possible. Let him tire his old ass out.” 


Ram took a deep breath and walked out onto the mats,
approaching the center of the room where his opponent waited.


Despite his advanced years, Bediako was a monster of a
man. Almost as tall as Ram, big boned and with long, dense muscles like a
sprinter in the Cyborg Olympics. His legs were long, powerful. He looked like
he’d been sculpted from the finest Italian black marble. 


“I’m not going to outrun him, Milena,” Ram mumbled,
speaking as low as he could without being overheard. 


Bediako chuckled from the center of the room. “Taking
combat advice from a psychologist? You are ignorant. You are naïve. You have no
idea what those people have done to you when you have been unconscious, how
much they have reconstructed your mind. Who even are you, now? You haven’t
learned a thing these last two months. Not from me or from anyone, and you
certainly have learned nothing from your driver.”


Ram was itching to ask what the hell he was talking about
but he knew that’s what Bediako wanted, to unsettle him.


“I’ve learned enough.”


The instructor laughed, looking around the room as if to
invite the watching crowd to share in his laughter. “You're about to get a real
lesson,” Bediako said. 


Ram wished he could think of a brilliant response, some
brutal trash talk that would cut him to the bone.  


“Shut the fuck up, grandpa,” Ram said. “Let’s do this.”


Bediako grinned and hunched over, his arms out and up,
palms down like a praying mantis. Ram turned sideways, leading with his right
leg, bent his knees, put his weight on his toes, dropped his hips down to lower
his center of gravity and held his hands at the ready. He knew Bediako was a
champion grappler who liked to take his opponents to the ground and pound them
into submission so Ram had to be ready for that. He wanted to keep Bediako away
with punches and kicks, to use his reach advantage to strike Bediako. 


He’s expecting me to be defensive, Ram thought and aimed
a low, fast kick at Bediako's knee. Bediako shifted a fraction and Ram hit
nothing but air. 


Bediako charged in, shooting for Ram's knees to take him
down. Ram reached down to grab his opponent's back but a fist came out of
nowhere and cracked him on the nose. The surprise of it distracted Ram for a
moment and then Bediako had his arms entangled in Ram's knees. Ram punched down
onto Bediako's back, a powerful blow into his kidney. He felt the man grunt as
they both went down in a heap. The fall was hard but Ram was covered in muscle
and it didn’t hurt. Yet Ram felt a rising panic at the fact that he'd been
taken to the ground. Right where Bediako wanted him. That was where Bediako's
experience would win out.


It was all going wrong. 


On his back, Ram fought to keep the older man at bay by
grasping his wrists but Bediako twisted his arms out of Ram's grasp and grabbed
one of Ram's elbows. Bediako pushed himself forward, pinning Ram's legs with
his own, wriggling forward like a snake and mounting him, pinning Ram's hips to
the floor. Bediako was going for an arm lock. 


Or an arm break.


Ram had practiced enough grappling to know the proper
techniques for countering all the holds and arm and leg locks and the chokes but
he had not performed them enough times to do them without thinking. He had not
had enough time for muscle memory to be established, so when his heart was
racing and his mind whirring, he couldn’t quite bring the techniques to mind,
couldn’t quite get his body to obey. He fumbled and struggled but couldn’t free
himself. All he could do was hold on for as long as possible and hope for a
mistake, an opportunity. Both of them were panting with exertion, both slick
with sweat and roaring with heat.


The force on his arm was incredible. Bediako pulled with
the inexorable force of a machine.


“You're stronger than him, Ram,” Milena's voice came
through. She sounded perfectly calm. But then, she would, Ram thought. She was
not the one about to get her arm broken. “I'm increasing your testosterone and
cortisol uptake now. They're already naturally elevated but you can handle
more. You must resist, pull his arm back. You are the strongest man who ever
lived. Act like it!”


Ram wanted to shout at her to shut the fuck up but he
needed every breath of air he could to get the oxygen he needed to fight. His
heart was hammering in his chest, pounding so hard he could hear it throbbing
in his ears. 


Bediako's black face shone with sweat, his eyes popping
as he strained against Ram's arm. 


I'm the strongest man who ever lived, Ram thought. I can
beat this old fuck. I have to. 


Ram's arm flexed as he brought it in toward himself. Just
a little. 


Bediako presumably saw that his method would fail and so
he changed it. Before Ram could react, Bediako, keeping firm pressure on Ram's
arm, rolled off his hips, away from his body and threw both his legs across
Ram's upper body. 


Armbar. 


Ram knew the technique. It was a classic. One that pitted
the strength of a whole body against a single limb. Bediako was using his legs,
buttocks and torso as well as both arms to attempt to overextend Ram's arm and
break it. It would snap at the elbow unless Ram gave up or else could somehow
free himself.


Bediako's massive, muscular leg was across Ram's throat
and lower jaw. 


The tendons on his arm were stretching. He could feel
them. The bone at the elbow joint would be compressing the tissue in between,
using the compressed tissue as a fulcrum to pivot his upper and lower arm in
the wrong direction. Pain shot up to his shoulder and down to his fingers.
Bediako arched his back and heaved, his tendons and veins popping out all over
his skin. Someone was growling through their teeth.


Ram knew enough to know it was a difficult position to
free himself from. But he had to. There were ways of doing it, he wracked his
brain for the videos he had watched, the techniques he'd practiced with Te and
Sifa. 


Sifa. A surge of anger coursed through him at the memory
of her body in the barracks, laying in a pool of blood. Killed through the
culture of the ludus and the practice of favoring a single subject over the
others. A culture encouraged and enforced by his opponent. 


Ram squeezed his arm, contracted his chest, his back in
fighting against the forces pulling it apart. His biceps strained against the
might of Bediako's whole body. 


And Ram overcame it. He pulled hard, so hard that Bediako
was pulled slowly up off his back. Both of them breathed heavily, panting and
sweating with the effort, throats raw and constricted. But Ram was stronger. He
was doing it. He was winning. 


Bediako changed position again. One moment Ram was
straining, his arm curling back in toward himself and the next the pressure was
released and Bediako was sitting upright, straddling him, high on Ram's chest.
The first blow came before he was even in position, smacking into Ram's eye. He
saw a field of a million silver stars, cascading inward. The next blow was
harder, smacking into his nose and then a mighty great blow to his mouth,
mangling his lips against his teeth. 


Ram got his hands up to protect his face and many of the punches
hit his forearms. Some glanced off and missed, others glanced off and hit his
face with less power than they otherwise would have. But more slipped through
or around his arms and smashed into his face, over and over. 


He knew he'd fucked up. He'd lost. He'd allowed himself
to get swarmed immediately and he didn't know any clever techniques that came
from years of practice. He had no muscle memory to rely on, it would never have
worked, he could never have beat a man with decades of experience. The punches
smacked into him over and over.


“Ram,” Milena was shouting. She'd been speaking for a
while without him paying attention to her voice in his ear. “Ram, he is not
hurting you. Can you hear me, Ram? Pay attention. You're not experiencing any
pain, are you? Can you hear me? He's not powerful enough to hurt you.”


She was right.


Ram was astonished but she was right. The blows that
smacked into his face and head felt dulled. Almost numb. The impact rocked his
head. The crack of Bediako's knuckles against his skin was a sharp, high note
of pain, sure. But it was not terrible. It was not debilitating. He could
compartmentalize it, lock the pain away from his awareness. The realization
filled him with a sudden joy. 


He laughed. 


The punches stopped for a fraction of a second and Ram
looked up at Bediako's sweating, confused, offended face, the old man’s chest
heaving with effort. And he laughed again. 


Bediako grimaced and threw down punch after punch. Ram
kept laughing. He'd never felt so invincible. The harder Bediako worked, the
more Ram laughed.


“I'm sure you're enjoying yourself,” Milena said. “But do
you want to win now?”


Bediako was tired. It was obvious. While Ram had been
resting on his back, Bediako had been fighting to stay on top and had expended
a huge amount of energy in his punches. Ram reached up and grabbed Bediako's
upper arms, pulling him down and reaching both hands around the back of his
neck and head. Bediako tried to wriggle away backward but Ram held him fast. He
pulled him in close then rolled over so that Ram was on top and in the guard
position. Bediako was tired and Ram's strength could not be denied. 


Bediako grasped Ram's arm and twisted, trying to break
Ram's hold but Ram simply twisted back the other way and bent Bediako's own arm
at the elbow joint. Bediako roared in pain and Ram carefully snapped the old
man’s elbow. The crack was so loud that the pop echoed off the walls and Ram
kept twisting so that the joint crunched and ground against the cartilage
inside. Bediako punched with his good hand but there was little strength behind
it now. Ram threw his own fist into Bediako's contorted face, knocking the
bastard’s head back. 


It felt good. He hit him again and felt a surge of joy, of
release, when Bediako's nose burst under his fist. It felt right when Bediako's
lips split and when his teeth tumbled down his throat. Milena was shouting in
his ear again but he couldn't hear her. Bediako's cheeks split over his cheekbones,
the red blood splashing up with every blow, raining down onto the black ceramic
floor. He wondered how long it would take to cave in the skull and smash his
head into pulp.


Ram’s body went limp. 


He fell straight down onto Bediako, his eyes landing next
to his instructor's ruined face. Close enough to get the blood smeared across
his eyes. Ram could not move a muscle and had to watch his instructor spit out
a blood clot filled with teeth.


They had switched Ram off. Paralyzed him again to save
Bediako from being beaten any further.  Bediako lay under him, struggling to
breathe through the mess of his face, panic in his eyes.


I won, Ram thought. 


I bloody well won.


 


 
















 


26. SUBJECT ALPHA


 


Two days later, they sat in Ram's new quarters around the
meeting table, with Ram at the head.


Newly promoted Primary Subject Operator Milena Reis was
in attendance and the joint Chief Executive Director / Managing Director of
Mission Four - Zhukov to his friends - had come all the way over to Ram's swanky
place to organize the plan for the final two months they had until the fight
with the Wheelhunter.


“He would have killed him,” Zhukov was saying to Milena.
“We would have lost yet another asset and it would have been your fault.”


Ram liked his new accommodation.


Without asking Ram they had assumed, correctly, that he
would not wish to stay in the barracks any longer. The place where so many had
died would be an empty and constant reminder of the violent tragedy so they'd converted
the ludus counseling and medical rooms. Why stay in a barracks space designed
to provide just the right level of conflict between twelve subjects? Now he
lived somewhere that was designed to provide him the maximum level of comfort
and recovery time. There was a bedroom, a shower and toilet room but also a
living area, a small kitchen and a meeting room. 


The whole place took up half of one ludus ring section.
The ludus was still the best place for him to stay, after all, that was where
he trained every day. Also, Zhukov and the other mission leaders did not want
to take any risks with their last, best hope being the victim of any crazed
attack by unknown elements in the crew.


In the days since Alina and Noomi’s attack, every crew
member had undergone intense scrutiny but the investigation had uncovered no
further planned breaches of security. Still, it would not do to take the chance
of a lone wolf sleeper terrorist or psychotic break or a person with an
undetected hacked behavioral implant being set off. Marines were now posted at
all times at the entrance to the ludus and at the entrances to his section and
entry was tightly controlled. 


Ram found that being Subject Alpha led to a number of
privileges. Not just in the accommodation but also in the way he was treated by
the bosses. As the sole surviving subject, he could exert considerable
influence.


And he meant to exploit his new power. He sat in his
large chair at the head of the meeting table and decided to push Zhukov to see
how far he would bend.


“It’s true that I may have overcooked the testosterone
during the fight,” Milena. “It only takes an increase by a little to start the
feedback mechanisms to start a cascade of release and uptake.” 


“Your job is to know what you're doing,” Zhukov said,
gripping his screen in both fists. “If you're not capable of doing your job
correctly then I will have you replaced with Nurul.”


“You won't replace her,” Ram said, staring across and
down at Zhukov. “In fact, you will make sure that Milena is my only driver,
from now until the mission is complete.”


The Chief Executive was now taking Zuma's place as the
Director of the mission itself and being completely hands on. Before, his job
had been to provide on-site oversight of Zuma and to liaise with the UNOP HQ
back on Earth. As the mission was so close to completion, he claimed he could
do both jobs effectively and there was no need to promote someone internally. 


“Oh?” Zhukov said, sitting upright, his top lip curling
in disgust. “You are named Subject Alpha and twenty-four hours later you are
throwing your weight around? Forcing your commanding officer to comply with
your wishes? It is notable how those who were once weak abuse their power once
they have it.”


Ram scoffed. “Hey, at least I'm not a fucking serial
killer, right?”


Zhukov colored. “What do you imagine that you going to do
to compel me to do what you demand? Go on strike if you do not get your way,
just so you can keep playing with your little friend?” Zhukov pointed at Milena.
“If this woman had told us about Alina’s plot to kill Mael then none of this
would have happened.”


“That's bullshit, you know that. You're trying to make me
angry. That would be a mistake.”


Zhukov’s face flushed red and he grew so rigid he almost
shook.


“Director Zhukov believes that anger improves
performance,” Milena said, looking at Zhukov. “This is because he has a large
well of deep rooted anger of his own and has a selection bias when observing
successful individuals who also experience their own anger issues.”


Zhukov snorted, shaking his head at her. “And you, Milena
Reis, would never have been selected to be an Alpha-level driver without this
tragedy taking place. Your stepping aside for someone more competent would
benefit this mission.”


Ram answered before she could respond. “We've had almost
three months to get to know each other. She's steered me through every crisis
I've experienced on this ship. It's not relevant that she's the only friend
I've still got. She's completely competent in every way. This Nurul must have
encouraged Mael’s insane and aggressive, violent behavior. I’m not working with
someone like that. Only Milena.”


Zhukov’s top lip curled up, ever so slightly. “Your
new-found arrogance is a result of your elevated testosterone, nothing more.
Although, perhaps the parts of your brain responsible for humility were
corrupted during one of your procedures. I could have your behavior surgically
modified if I wanted to, so do not think for a moment that you are able to
threaten me with anything, do you understand?” 


Ram did what he thought would anger Zhukov the most.


He ignored him and addressed Milena. “Remind me again what
would happen if you just cranked my hormones all the way to the top? Maxed them
out?”


She glanced at Zhukov before answering. “You are thinking
for the combat with the alien in the Arena? 


“You said you turned them up further than you intended
but it made me fight harder, better. So, when I'm out there in the Orb arena
you can just crank me up as high as it goes because I don’t need to save
anything for the way back.”


“It's not that simple. Obviously, hormones have a wide
range of effects. Physiological effects, cognitive and behavioral effects. I
list those as if they are different things but of course, they are not.
Forgetting for a moment the complex feedback effects, if I could saturate your
blood with testosterone and enable the uptake of it, flooding your cells with
as much testosterone as is possible, it is likely that you would lose the
ability to think clearly or even to think at all. You would be unable to fight.
Unable to win.”


Ram leaned back in his nice big chair. “That's a shame.”


“And even if you survived the combat, there would be long-term
effects on your body and mind.”


“Come on, we can stop pretending I’m ever coming back
from this. Even if I did win, what happens to me is irrelevant.”


“Agreed,” Zhukov said, immediately, taking back control
of the meeting. “Milena will take you close to the edge of the maximum your
body and mind are capable of achieving in that final battle. It is your
driver's job to manage your performance and she will do so. To the best of her
ability, at any rate. But there are others here who will help you in their own
ways. You will take full advantage of their services and yet we have so little
time left to us. Now, I have sent the action plan to your screens, please
review this closely. It has been developed with the utmost care and is designed
to be the most efficient process possible, taking us from today right up until
the Orb arena itself.”


“Hold on a second, don’t I get a say in this?”


Zhukov chopped a hand in the air to cut Ram off. “This is
the plan and if you can control your arrogance for one moment, you will listen
to it and you will agree to it and we will have your full cooperation, do you
understand? Having consulted with my teams over the last few days, my
recommendation is that you see Dr. Fo to schedule in your medical enhancements.
He will upgrade every biological component that we can fit under the Zeta Line.
He will give you the standard of augmentation previously reserved for Mael,
swapping out your comms and endocrine support systems for the best, most
reliable devices ever created. That should immediately result in nanoseconds
improved response time. The day after, while you recover from the keyhole
surgery, Captain Cassidy will set your physical training goals in consultation
with the other drivers and experts. When you are not working on your physical
fitness, I want Milena and you to research the Wheeler, come to understand
everything about it, how it moves, what it is capable of. I want you to be
humanity’s greatest expert on the alien. And you will pick up your training
with Bediako, practicing the techniques you will need to fight the alien. I
have ordered that the Mission Three device, a real life simulacrum of the alien,
be brought from storage. Bediako will teach you how to use it.”


Ram pursed his lips and blew through them, wondering what
it would be like to work with a man who he had humiliated and tried to kill. “How’s
his recovery coming?”


“He’s had worse,” Zhukov said.


“Enough to instruct you in IRL combat,” Milena said. 


“Is he okay with that?”


“He does not have a choice,” Zhukov said. “None of us do.
The Victory is set upon its course, as are all onboard her. We must each
of us play our roles to the best of our ability. We can do nothing else.”


“Bullshit,” Ram said. “Haven’t you learned anything from
all that’s happened? You thought you could control everything that happened on
this ship. You had psychological profiles, advanced algorithms and AIs
projecting behaviors, you had process charts and backup systems. And despite
all that you came a hair’s breadth from complete disaster. Shit, if I lose then
it will have been a complete disaster. And still, here you are dictating to me
every minute of the next three months. Don’t you understand that’s not the best
way? People in real life are more than a few variables. Things change, you
can’t predict everything just because you have the computing power to do it.
That’s something that gaming has taught me. No matter how tightly controlled
the parameters are, humans and the universe always find a way of doing
something surprising.”


Zhukov was flushed red again. He rubbed his mouth. “A
fine sentiment.” He clearly wanted to argue and yet he hesitated, as if getting
himself under control. “And I take your point. What about this plan would you
like to change?”


Ram sighed with satisfaction. “I want more time in Avar,
for one thing.”


 


 
















 


27. MISSION #3


 


The Wheelhunter cartwheeled
toward Bediako, accelerating until the sound of the huge footpads thudded like
a continuous drumroll on the floor of the arena. 


A young Bediako ran from
the alien at a full sprint, parallel to the curving wall of the enormous space.
Dressed in a thin, skintight black outfit, his astonishing musculature shone in
the ambient light, contracting and expanding like the pistons of some organic
machine. He ran like an elite sprinter on the track, back straight, head up and
arms and legs pumping with perfect precision. 


Yet the Wheeler gained. It
flung its legs over and over, the momentum of the heavy footpads swinging
through the arc at the top, forward and down into the floor, where they drove
off again, one leg pushing after the other in rapid succession. The arms
sticking out on both sides of the central hub twirled around, the
three-fingered hands at the ends flexed their wicked claws.


Bediako risked a glance
over his shoulder as the Wheeler drew close to him. That glance lost him a
fraction of a second and the Wheeler surged the final few meters. But the human
prey swerved away, toward the wall. The Wheelhunter swerved to compensate,
leaning over and using the arms to provide balance. Bediako changed back,
dropping a shoulder one way, feinting a turn to the left again but instead
charging to the right, his thigh muscles standing out in bunches as he stamped
his foot to absorb his enormous momentum before accelerating again. 


The Wheelhunter swiped a
massive hand at the human, missing his back by a centimeter or two. After
shifting again, leaning to the right, it gained on Bediako. 


He turned, spinning with
remarkable agility for such a huge man and charged at the alien, hoping to
catch it by surprise. 


The Wheeler lashed out
with a long arm, throwing its claws at him like a whip. Bediako had the fastest
reflexes the best minds in humanity could engineer into a body, he had a
lifetime of combat training and real world experience. He blocked the alien’s
attack with his arm while charging. But the strength and mass of the creature
could not be denied by skill and experience. The force of the blow threw
Bediako to the side and the momentum of the alien continued. 


Bediako’s arm was ripped
off at the shoulder in a shower of blood. His war cry turned into a scream of
agony and fury. 


“And I’ll hold it there,”
Milena said.


Bediako froze, his scream
cut off. His face carved in twisted horror like a grotesque statue. The blood
droplets and mist from his wound stayed suspended in the air and the final few
strands of skin still stretched between the severed arm and the gaping hole in
his shoulder, elongated beyond what seemed possible. The Wheeler loomed above,
tilted at a wild angle, frozen in motion at a tilt that would have caused the
alien to fall over if it tried to stay like it in real life.


In the Avar replay, Ram
walked closer to the two figures and peered at the wound, frozen in time.


“Brutal,” he said, wincing
at the sight of it.


Milena thought it
important that he observe every tiny detail of every combat replay over the
previous three missions, especially the last one. She was in his ear, as usual,
urging him to immerse himself in the simulated reality of it all. Over and over
again.


“Do you see how the middle
claw got stuck between the radius and the ulna, right up in the radioulnar
joint? If it wasn’t for that chance occurrence, who knows what might have
happened. The anterior and posterior claws caused massive tissue damage in
their own right, obviously. The anterior claw passed through the triceps and
Bediako would have lost the ability to straighten his left arm. The posterior
claw sliced through a number of the extensor compartment muscles of the
forearm, which would have immediately impacted his ability to make a fist or to
grasp with that hand and it also severed the radial artery. Blood loss from
that wound alone would have been significant but with the enhanced coagulant
function in that body, he could have fought on.”


“Right,” Ram said, leaning
in through the paused blood spray to get a look at the huge alien hand and the
relatively short but evilly sharp claws where they hooked into the man’s flesh
and blood. They were a darker shade of yellow than the mottled skin, almost
brown.  “But this one caught and the force was enough to tear his arm off.
Makes you wonder if they should make our bones weaker and our tendons tougher.
Break my bones but hold me together long enough to make a fight of it.”


“The connective tissue in
your generation of this body form has been significantly enhanced from the
Mission Three models, I assure you,” Milena said. “Skin, fascia, ligaments,
tendons, all of it has been toughened and your bones are denser. Still, the
force capable of doing this can’t be denied. Your best course of action will be
to avoid getting hit at all.”


“That joke doesn’t get any
funnier.”


“I agree but it’s the truth.
Avoid being struck by it at all, for as long as possible.”


Ram sighed. “That’s what
they told this guy.”


“What do you think he
could have done differently in this moment?”


“I don’t know, I’m not
sure he could have survived from this point. If he had avoided blocking with
his arm, he would have had to lean even further to the side from his turning
maneuver. There’s no way he could have kept his feet leaning far enough to
avoid the trajectory of the claws and once he was down, the Wheeler would have
him just as much as it did here. I think as soon as he decided to turn and face
the alien at this point, it was only going to go one way.”


“So you think he should
have kept running?” Milena said. 


“Clearly, he couldn’t keep
it up for much longer. These bodies can’t sprint for long. I know that he was
lighter than me but look how much he was sweating after just a few seconds, the
heat he must have been generating was enormous. What’s the air temperature
again?”


“The arena is 19.6 degrees
Celsius.”


“Right, so he had to turn
and fight soon but I think he should have done more twisting and turning. Maybe
destabilized this thing.” Ram couldn’t keep the disgust out of his voice. He
hated being near even a simulation of it. The lack of eyes, mouth, a head, in
general, might have been the worst thing about it. The worst out of a long list
of horrible shit.


“Alright so we’ll keep
trying to find efficient angles for your own fight,” Milena said. “But what do
you think he should have done after suffering this mortal wound. I’ll play it
and we can discuss it after. Tell me if you want me to pause or rewind at any
point.”


Ram danced back just as
the scene came back to life. Bediako’s shriek of anguish and terrible agony
filled his ears, the blood spattered across both man and alien and the Wheeler
thrashed its claws, flinging Bediako’s arm away, spinning through the air in a grotesque
parody of the alien’s own locomotion as the two enemies clashed. 


Bediako threw himself
against the leading two legs of the alien, crashing against it with a fury and
speed that rivaled that of the monster he fought. He hit it so hard with his
body that the creature rocked with the impact, twisting itself, pivoting on the
two feet it had on the floor. Bediako staggered with it, trying desperately to
hold on with his one remaining arm. He failed.


The Wheeler moved so
quickly, rolling and twisting so that Bediako, surely in agony, slipped on past
it, just a little way. Claws whipped out again, raking down the man’s back and
side tearing two gouges through him from the shoulder blade to the kidney on
one side. Blood gushed from the wounds and it was all-but over.


Still, the man, his face
twisted beyond all recognition, charged back at the Wheeler, heaving in air
through the ragged breath of his chest. Heart and lungs inside, giving it their
all. Bediako’s strength of will unfazed. Yet it was not enough, could never
have been enough, in Ram’s opinion. 


“Freeze it,” Milena said,
just as the alien’s claws took out Bediako’s throat.


“What can I say?” Ram
said. “We’ve been over this so many times. I think the bosses back then messed
up when they gave him a brief to prolong the fight as much as possible in order
to provide data. That’s a crazy thing to do. What hope did he have when he
stepped through the plasma screen if he was thinking that he wasn’t good enough
to be Alpha. Worse than that, his own commanding officers had ordered him to
deprioritize winning. Madness, surely you can see it.”


“Of course,” she said.
“That’s not something you will have to worry about. Winning is the only
objective for you. And at least, with Mission Three, they got us this data. We
know the top speed, or believe it to be thirty-one kilometers per hour. We got
a good portion of the alien DNA from parts of Bediako’s remains. We lost this
fight but we gained a lot besides.”


“Then I don’t see how much
more I can learn from watching this,” Ram said. “I need to run additional
simulations to try my own tactics, not watch failure over and over.”


“I agree but I do think
this is a valuable exercise. More even than you know, perhaps, this will
prepare you for the violence you can expect, win or lose. I want you to feel at
home inside the arena, so that when you walk out there, you will be used to
what it’s like and so you won’t be distracted by the environment. We’ll run our
simulations, as many as we can per session but you need to see this also.”


“The blood is pretty
striking against the dark background,” Ram said. “I know you guys said that the
lighting in here comes out of the floor and walls and stuff but I don’t really
get it. The light comes out of the dark floor? That doesn’t make sense.”


Milena sighed. She had
little time for questions that she thought were pointless or that distracted
from his specific mission goals. “It’s not so strange as you might think. The
surface seems to be some strange silicon alloy, presumably, it conducts energy
and throws off photons. Whatever the mechanism, it creates this even light of
about four hundred lux, which is something like dawn or dusk on Earth. Actually
ideal lighting conditions for human visual acuity.”


“Right,” Ram said, looking
round. The ceiling was so far away, for a moment he felt as though he were
looking down into a vast crater. He closed his eyes until the disorientation
passed. “Do you think it’s a coincidence that the light is so good for us?”


“How can it be? Of all the
potential lighting conditions you could have on all the planets that could
harbor life, from different types of stars and the proximity of the planet, to
different atmospheric compositions, possible dust and particulates suspended in
the air. That many variables result in a staggering number of possibilities.
The chance that it just so happens to be Earth-like?”


“Alright but it’s still
pretty dark. Why not make it full daylight?”


“The hypothesis is that
the environmental conditions in the Orb Arena are an averaging of conditions on
Earth and the Wheelhunter home planet. It might explain why the simulated
gravity is point-nine g, why the lighting is so dark, why the atmosphere is composed
of this mix of gasses and under this specific pressure. If we’re correct, then
we can make a rough guess at the Wheelhunter’s natural environment or at least
the planet that they originated from, if they are in fact engineered
lifeforms.”


“So their homeworld is
probably darker than ours.” Ram stepped up to the horrifically lumpy hub in the
center of the alien and ran his hand over the rough skin. “And that explains
why they don’t have any eyes.”


“Perhaps. It’s hard to
draw definite conclusions but that is consistent with the hypothesis. We also
assume that their planet experiences approximately 0.8g. Lighter gravity is
assumed to allow lifeforms to evolve to be taller than they might otherwise be,
although that’s not necessarily the case. And perhaps that helps to explain
their notable form of locomotion. Cartwheeling this massive body around on a
planet with lower gravity than Earth’s might be easier. And it might not be
such a dangerous thing if they fall over.”


Ram grinned, poking at the
skin of the paused Wheeler. “But when they’re here on the Orb, they are
fighting in higher gravity than they’re used to. That gives us an advantage.”


Milena hesitated. “In
principle, yes. In fact, as you can see, they do seem to perform quite well,
no? No doubt they are training in the arena conditions, just as you are.”


“Right,” Ram said. “The
Victory’s artificial gravity is 0.9g so that the Subject Alpha plus the
boarding party are acclimatized when they get on the Orb.”


“The lighting and dark
walls in the ludus have been designed to be similar, to ensure a feeling of
familiarity or at least reduce the shock of the change in environment between
ship and arena. We have a twenty-two point four percent oxygen level in the ludus
which is higher than we would prefer and means we have to manage increased risk
of oxygen toxicity, however limited that may be. Of course, if we are meeting
the Wheelers halfway in terms of atmospheric oxygen in parts per million by
volume that means that they are breathing a lower level than they would prefer.
Again, though, it doesn’t seem to have impacted their performance.”


“Maybe if the fight went
on long enough?”


He could almost hear
Milena shrug. “Speculation.”


Ram poked the hub again,
pushed on it. It was a tough surface and it barely gave at all. “The briefing
notes say it breathes through its skin. Doesn’t seem porous.”


“It can be semi-rigid and
still have microscopic pores, Rama.”


“Right, sure.”


“One thing we must prepare
you for outside of Avar is the smell of the atmosphere inside the Arena.”


“It stinks of sulfur,
doesn’t it?”


“Quite strongly so, yes.
As Avar is incapable of simulating the olfactory experience, we will begin to
fill the training rooms periodically with sulfur dioxide of ten parts per
million.”


“Is that why they’re
yellow? They’re from a stinking, volcanic, sulfuric world?”


“It’s possible, though the
pigmentation could come from anything. Are tigers full of sulfur? Are lions or
giraffes? It could be that the Wheelers or the species that made them live on a
world with yellow vegetation and yellow skin is an adaptation for camouflage.”


“Have you considered that
their volcanic world might be constantly spewing out great lava flows like on
the Deccan Traps? There might be vast plains of basaltic rock which would be
perfect for the rolling around on.”


Milena sighed. “Of course
they’ve considered that, Rama. 


“Do you think when we face
future races on the Orb, we’ll have to deal with atmospheres more poisonous
than we can deal with without breathing apparatus? What are we going to do about
that?”


“It’s not something that
you’ll ever have to worry about.”


“Good point.” Ram laughed.
“Come on, inspire me about what the future holds again.” He knew by now that if
he made it psychological, he was more likely to get his way with his driver.


“Do you really want to
discuss this while a man is frozen in the midst of being torn to pieces?”


Ram leaned in and looked
closely at the claw which was tearing the young Bediako’s throat out. The claws
were about fifteen centimeters long in total and razor sharp, slicing through
skin and soft tissue like a scalpel. Partly serrated
along the cutting edge and partly
axe-like in cross section where it joined the knuckle. A truly horrific weapon
and there were three on each hand. 


Ram really wished the Zeta
Line would have allowed him his own weapon. Even a combat knife would go some
way to evening the odds.


Bediako’s body had been
ripped to shreds in mere seconds. Every swipe with those evil claws had opened
up a new wound deep and wide enough to ruin his combat effectiveness and most
of them would have been killing blows on an ordinary man. There was blood
everywhere, in the air, on the floor and on both combatants. For once, Ram felt
grateful there was no taste or smell in the simulated world.


“No, this doesn’t bother
me at all,” he said to Milena, running his finger along the back of a
blood-spattered claw. “It’s just Avar. Tell me about the future.”


“Fine, well, you know that
after Mission Two the Orb told us we would have to fight with weapons and other
equipment in the future. It didn’t really make sense, we’d just seen our great
champion forced to remove his weapons and armor before being slaughtered in
moments, why was the Orb telling us that? Did it know how we must have felt?
Was it monitoring what we were saying and telling us what it thought we wanted
to hear? Or would that have been its message anyway, does the Orb have a
pre-set sequence of messages that it sends out to every civilization that it
encounters?”


“And?”


“Personally, I think it’s
the latter. Taking everything that it’s told us so far, after every mission
breaks orbit, it seems like it gives us a little bit more context each time.”


“Why does it wait for us
to leave? Is it afraid of us, maybe?”


“Hardly,” Milena said. “It
allows our boarding parties inside its structure with no hesitation, even when
our people are carrying projectile weapons, energy weapons, high explosives and
all the rest. Perhaps it waits until we leave to ensure that we are following
its instructions. It says hard luck, you lost now come back in thirty years.
That’s a hard pill to swallow for us, let me tell you. In the transcripts from
previous missions you can see how many of the marines and others on the ships
and at Earth HQ are keen to board the Orb and try to penetrate deeper inside.”


“To what end?” Ram looked
around the arena. “There’s no one home, right?”


“We really don’t know. It
seems obvious to you and me that the Orb Builders are not present in the Orb
itself. All indications are that the space station is run by automation.
Advanced AI, perhaps or just a series of possibly quite simple algorithms. I
could imagine it’s possible that the Orb Builders are operating it remotely
from somewhere else in the galaxy, maybe with the faster than light
communications that everyone says is impossible. But some people in UNOP are
convinced there’s a man behind the curtain. If only we could blast our way
through a few corridor walls we could find the control center or the alien
queen’s throne room and force them to give up the secrets of the universe.”


“You’re not convinced
then,” Ram said. 


“I just think they would
have more important things to do.”


“You know what I think? I
think they’re a long extinct race. They built the Orbs, spread them through the
galaxy to impose an order on the constantly emerging, warring civilizations and
then they disappeared.”


“A popular theory inside
UNOP but I don’t see why they would have to be extinct.”


“They evolved into a
higher state of being, becoming pure energy or pure consciousness, maybe. Or
they traveled to Andromeda so they had room to expand.”


“Room to expand? You spend
too much time in Avar, those guesses have no basis in fact or even in basic
reason.”


“Wow, take it easy. If
they’re still around, where are they? Why not speak to us directly instead of
through this… place?”


“Maybe they’re busy. Maybe
there’s not many of them and the galaxy is a big place. The Orb indicated that
there are many levels to our staged conflicts. Right now, we are fighting the Wheelhunter
civilization. Us and them must be the lowest of the ranks. Maybe there are
dozens or thousands of others at this level, fighting for a way into the Orb
network. And then there’s a level above that we might reach one day, maybe in a
thousand years, maybe never. In that level we have well-established cultures
that are in direct contact with each other, trading and learning from each
other. That’s what the Orb hints at, at least. And also that there is an elite
level, perhaps just two or three alien races that run the whole show. Maybe the
Orb Builders are one of those? Maybe all three of them designed and established
the Galactic Orb Network together?”


Ram sighed. “I wish I
could be around to see all that.”


Milena smiled inside his
head. “Is this not wondrous enough for you, Rama?”


He laughed, looking around
the vast chamber and at the paused image of the alien in front of him. “Sure. I
just wish I had a weapon so that I could actually slay this demon.”


“I’m afraid it’s not going
to happen. During the Mission Three final selection, the previous subjects were
prevented from entering due to large organic structures integrated into their
bodies and brains. Dr. Fo’s predecessors implanted all manner of pumps and hydraulics
and whatnot to enhance performance, increase efficiencies. All quite brutal and
mechanical but constructed from human tissue. It seems that additional organs
and limbs are unacceptable for the Orb when surgically implanted. How it is
able to discern such fine detail, without invasive investigation and in less
than one second, we have no idea. Yet it does.”


“But I have implants. I have an inner
ear speaker, microphone, receiver. I have the hormone regulators and stuff like
that.”


“Indeed, which is a relief. Clearly, the
Orb allows us this much, for these combats with the Wheelhunter, at least. The
Mission Three Alpha had a number of enhancements. An artificial eye, a backup
heart with a tertiary one intended to activate when the other two had failed,
alloy rods molded to his major bones. Our Beta had fewer alterations on her body
and in her brain but they were enough to trigger whatever systems the Orb uses.
And so on down the subjects they went until they reached Bediako. That gave UNOP
the Zeta Line which we replicated in our new designs for the next generation.”


“You mean the Artificial
Persons,” Ram said. “You made the Artificial Persons like that and stuck our
heads on their bodies. And you stuck me on one of the older generation’s body.”


“We had enough of that
kind of talk from Noomi. The Artificial Persons were grown to exact standards
and then harvested, just as you’d grow and harvest a pumpkin.”


“What other augmentations
are in this body, exactly?”


“Just the ones you know
about and a number of microscopic remote release drug capsules at various
places throughout your body. Many capsules will be downstream from your heart
and upstream from your head so the blood brain barrier gets flooded as quickly
as possible. They are single use only, so we will use them only during the
combat itself, if needed.”


If needed, Ram thought. As
if they wouldn’t be needed. “What drugs?”


“Oh, nothing particularly
special. Various cognitive enhancers to aid decision making, reaction times and
visual acuity. Many varieties of amphetamines, methylphenidate, armodafinil,
caffeine, theanine, nicotine, that kind of thing. All small
as they can be made while retaining functionality. Our Subject Alpha during
Mission Two got through with his inner ear implants, drug release capsules and
hormone regulators so we were pretty confident back in Mission Three. We would
guess that we are allowed a certain amount of artificial implants as a
percentage of biomass, seemingly under one percent. Surely, it’s usual for
species all over the galaxy to have biologically integrated tech as standard.
As always, these are conclusions from suppositions and extrapolation but all
we’re really saying is that the Orb has given this as the Zeta Line and we will,
therefore, have to abide by it.”


“Why have a Zeta Line at all, I wonder?
Why not just let the most technologically advanced species win? That’s a competition, of a kind.”


“We assume the Orb
attempts to create a balanced combat between the races.”


“Balanced?” Ram said,
pointing at the scene before him. 


“Again, consider the range
of possible matches. Perhaps it has different rules for the Wheelhunters, they
may have a different Zeta Line to us. They might not be allowed communications
implants and so on while we are. It’s only logical to conclude so, seeing as
how we expect our own Zeta Line will need to change when we face new alien
races in the future.”


“If the Orb allows all
kinds of cool tech in the future, I wish I could be one of the guys who might
fight in here then.”


Milena made a disapproving
sound. 


“What?” Ram said. “I’m
just demonstrating a keen attitude. That’s what you want from me, right?”


“You are fantasizing about
a future that you will not possibly see. All you are demonstrating is more
resistance to your current reality.”


Ram threw up his arms. “I
can’t win.”


“Just focus on what you
can actually do,” Milena said. 


“Alright, how about this?”
Ram said. “What if Dr. Fo or someone could make me a spear constructed from
rhino horn?”


“Great idea, I’ll just get
the extinct animal tissue selection box sent up from storage.”


“I mean, rhino horn was
made from fingernail cells, right? Why can’t you make a weapon from my own
cells? It’s biological, just not physically attached.”


“We tried that during the
subject selection process at the smokescreen. The subject before Bediako, a
remarkable woman named Aelfrith Smith, had bone claws grafted to her hands. Brave
of her to do that but she was not allowed. Then Bediako stepped up with a knife
made from human bone tissue and the Orb did not allow him through. When he
handed it over, the Orb chimed and then you see the result right here.”


Ram shook his head. It was
unlikely he would be able to think of something that thousands of genius
scientists, engineers and AIs had not come up with before. Milena was right. He
should focus on his own task. Getting good enough to have a hope against the
alien.


“Fine,” he said. “Let’s
play this out, shall we?”


“Agreed. Stand back a few
paces?”


Rama backed away and the
scene jerked back into life. The Wheeler tore Bediako’s throat out, flinging
blood and gore across the arena, right where Ram had just been standing.
Bediako’s body tumbled with the force of the blow and the alien followed up
with a flurry of additional blows that ripped the human into pieces. The
monstrous yellow beast stomped Bediako’s viscera into the floor. 


Bediako’s skull was knocked
skipping and spinning across the arena leaving a smear of blood behind. His
jawbone was gone, his face a skinless red pulp and a few ragged vertebrae
trailed from the base.


The alien rolled around,
splashing in the guts for a few seconds before it rolled away back the way it
came.


Ram looked down at the
shining red lump that was Bediako’s head with its precious brain inside. It was
hard to believe that the quivering tissue, leaking blood and pink-gray matter,
held the man’s consciousness. Enough of it, anyway, for the UNOP doctors to
transplant it into a new Artificial Person and save his life.


“Rama?” Milena said. “Do
you want to watch the Mission Three crew come out into the arena and collect
the remains? I’m not a medical doctor but I can explain quite a lot about the
processes that saved his life. Such as it is.”


“No,” Ram said, watching
the cartwheeling form of the Wheelhunter rolling away, its feet slap-slapping
into the distance. “It’s irrelevant. All I need to do is avoid the mistakes
that Bediako made. Restart the simulation.”


 


 
















 


28. MANEUVER


 


Ob Station Zero filled the screen. An obsidian disk
hanging in the darkness of space, reflecting starlight like a black mirror.


“There it is,” Zhukov said, pointing at the huge image on
the meeting room wall in Ram’s quarters. 


As if any of the crowd needed the words to be spoken. Already
many weeks into the long braking maneuver, they were finally close enough to
the Orb that the forward telescopes could pick out detail on it, resolve it in such
definition that it was like looking out of a window.


Zhukov, Milena, Captain Cassidy, Commander Tamura, Dr. Fo
and other crewmembers had joined Rama in his quarters so that they could share
the special moment. 


And it was special. 


Ram sat quietly, his body and mind aching with the most
intense eleven weeks of training anyone has ever gone through. Only with the
most advanced medical and psychological care ever devised had he been able to
train so hard, at such an intensity, without suffering a physical or mental breakdown.
When he was not training his body, he was training his mind. Even when he slept
he was taking in intravenous nutrients and drugs. Having a few moments to
simply sit in a chair and watch his crewmates was a remarkable luxury.


Zhukov, a tumbler full to sloshing with vodka, stood
beside the wall screen with his chest puffed out. He didn’t seem drunk but he
had sunk a fair few of them and Ram could hear it in his voice.


“Many of us have spent the better part of our lives in
this project and working on this mission particularly. We have together faced
an enormous number of challenges, some of them, indeed, existential. Solar
flares, stray streaks of gamma rays and hull-damaging random impacts from
asteroids and fabled teapots.” Some people chuckled but Ram did not get the
joke. “After our recent, almost-catastrophic internal attack, many of us had
despaired. I know. And yet we pulled together. We worked harder. We worked
better and we have each of us contributed to bringing us here today.


“Not least of all we have to thank our Subject Alpha,
Rama Seti, for fulfilling his genetic destiny, just in time. If he had not
given it his all these past weeks then I’m sure many of us would be feeling
despair instead of the hope that we each of us now carry. In just two more
days, Commander Tamura will perform the final maneuvers to put us into orbit around
this magnificent artificial member of our solar system, right here. This thing
that is an object designed and built by an alien civilization. An alien
civilization that traveled to our home system by an unknown means of
transportation but one so advanced that our best physicists struggle to even
understand how it can be possible. 


“But make no mistake. Orb Station Zero is humanity's
gateway into a future so profound that we can scarcely even imagine it. And
that future is within our grasp. Because of you. Because of all of you, we will
make that future a reality. So raise your glass. Or your cup of coffee or pop
your capsule. And let us all drink to each other. We made it this far and
here's to being the first crew that will take humanity far into the future.
Here’s to each of you and every member of your teams. Here’s to the Victory.”


They cheered and some of the crew smiled but many were
grim as they sipped their drinks. Something was troubling Ram but he couldn’t
quite place it. Maybe it was the crew’s attitude that he found irritating. 


Despite Zhukov’s words, Ram knew the crew felt they were
still heading for defeat. They did not believe in Ram. He was not the hero that
they had been expecting and they were sad that all their hard work, years and
decades of it, the commitment of their lives, was being entrusted to him, a
nobody. A replacement sacrificial lamb who had been prepared for the slaughter
only to find himself the last chance of humanity. And who was he? An Avar player
with no combat experience before he was taken, had his body removed and his
head shoved in storage for years before being chosen from a stack of other
heads, almost at random. It was no wonder they had doubts. All that planning
and it was dumb luck that Ram ended up the last subject standing.


What had Zhukov said in his speech, something about Ram’s
genetic destiny? What the hell did that mean? For some reason, he thought of
Sifa’s dead body, lying in a pool of blood under the tables in the barracks,
the wet stink of metallic blood and the acrid propellant filling the air.


The crew filed out, quietly, back to their stations, some
saying goodbye to him and smiling. Others ignored him. Director Zhukov stayed
by the screen to speak quietly and informally to a couple of low-ranking marines.
Ram noted that they were carrying sidearms only. What did genetic destiny mean?
Just doing his best? 


“There’s one thing I haven’t been able to shake this
whole time, a question I keep asking myself,” Ram said to Milena as they stood
in the empty room watching the image of the Orb Station on the big screen
behind Zhukov. “Why me? Out of everyone on Earth and everywhere else in the
system, why am I the one who is representing the human race?”


“You know why,” Milena said. “A number of events beyond
your control brought you here, step by step. Ultimately, it was Alina's actions
that brought you the final way.”


“She only did what she did because you people screwed it
up,” Ram said, harshly. “But I meant that first step. Why I was even selected
into the Project in the first place.”


“We told you. The Project algorithms picked you up in
Avar. You tripped a number of automated systems that brought you to our
attention and the more we studied you the more we saw your potential and we
brought you onto the Victory right before we broke orbit. There was no
time to recruit you properly.” She was acting strangely. He was sure he knew
her well enough to know she was uncomfortable when she was being evasive. He’d
seen it enough times. 


Ram nodded, looking at his hands. “It always seemed far-fetched
but reasonable enough, I suppose and it was phrased just right, as if it was my
own skills that did it. It played on my own narcissism, my ego. I was such a
great Avar gamer that the United Nations thought I could be humanity’s
champion. I mean, how could that not make me feel good about myself? I bought
it, I believed it.”


Milena bit her lip. “And you don’t anymore?”


His genetic destiny.


Ram was realizing it as he spoke the words aloud. “I
remember when Noomi’s bomb destroyed the Artificial Persons and you or Dr. Fo
said that my AP and Sifa’s AP were the only ones that made it.”


“That’s true, they did.”


“And then when we met with Alina and Noomi right before
they went crazy, you showed me the recordings of the APs. You guys said we
carried them onboard to provide replacement body parts for the subjects. But
only for the ones with a genetic match. So, that means the APs shared a genome
with the subjects.”


“That’s right,” Milena said. She swallowed, her eyes
flicked to Zhukov.


“You also said, I’m certain, that the APs were grown in
womb tanks before the Victory left Earth. And that they took a year in
the tank to grow as much as would a normal ten-year-old human. I remember now.
You said the words genetic destiny before, months ago, when you told me about
the APs. I can’t believe I never thought this through until now. If you didn’t
know that I was coming on board until the last minute, how come there was a
genetically identical AP waiting for me? No, holy shit, no, there must have
been two of them. One that I’m wearing now, the one you culled for me
when you woke me up. And a second one that survived Noomi’s blast. But how can
that be possible? How can my genome match theirs?” 


Milena hesitated for a long moment. “You had better talk
to Director Zhukov about this.”


“Talk to him?” Ram said, his voice shaking. 


He strode over to Zhukov, knocking support crew aside.
The Director turned just as Ram reached down and pushed the man against the
wall, knocking his tumbler of vodka against the screen where it smashed into
pieces. Zhukov’s eyes glazed with the impact. The image of Orb Station Zero
dripped with alcohol. 


“Subject Alpha,” the closest Marine shouted, “Release the
Director immediately or we will use force.”


Both Marines had their pistols aimed at Ram's head and
they shouted at him.


“Put him down. Step away, now. Do it now, step back.”


“No,” Ram shouted over his shoulder, his voice coming out
in a roar that shook the room. “You won’t hurt me, you need me. Tell them to
calm down.”


Zhukov raised a shaking arm and waved a hand downward at
the marines. Both slowly lowered their sidearms. Still, they stood ready.


Ram stuck his nose right down into Zhukov’s face. “You
and Zuma told me when you woke me up that you have a policy of full and
complete honesty. It got obvious pretty quickly that was all a lie. Even still,
you do nothing but conceal and deceive. Even now, when we are at the end of the
mission you’re still lying to me. It's time to talk, Zhukov. All I want to know
is what is so special about me? Why am I here, really? I need to know.”


Zhukov clawed at his neck and Ram released him a little.
The Marines hovered behind, muttering reports into their mics. No doubt a whole
squad was on their way as backup. Ram expected to have his paralysis switched
on at any moment.


Instead, the Director decided to talk. “Yes. You are
right. You are special, in a way. You always were.”


Ram eased off but kept one hand on Zhukov's shoulder. The
Marines stood tensely at the edges of Ram's peripheral vision.


“I understand that you are feeling emotional,” Zhukov
said, glancing at Milena. 


Ram grabbed Zhukov and shook him once, hard. 


“Stop that,” Ram said. “Milena, if you or anyone else
tries to dial down my testosterone or switch me off or anything like that then
the next time I am conscious I will pull a fucking Alina on the Director here,
right? I’ll tear this ship apart.”


He was banking on them needing him. He hoped the gamble
would pay off. 


“I understand,” Milena said, though Ram wasn’t sure if he
trusted her.


“Now,” Ram said, leaning in close to Zhukov's furious
eyes. “Talk.”


Zhukov’s eyes shone. He was not a man used to being
threatened. Ram wondered if he had, in fact, pushed his luck a little too far
and then Zhukov’s eyes took on the glazed expression of someone using internal
communications systems. Was he giving the Marines an order? Would Ram find
himself paralyzed after all? Would he ever be rendered conscious again? 


“I will do better that explain things to you,” Zhukov
said after a moment, pushing Ram’s hands away and straightening his own
clothes. “I will show you.”


 


 
















 


29. REPLACEMENTS


 


He was led - or escorted - to a part of the ship he had
not been in before. Six Marines accompanied him, Zhukov and Milena as they
went. The corridors were empty, the route cleared of crew.  Ram experienced a
thrill at his own power and influence that these men were afraid of him. That
he was influential enough to affect the operation of a priceless, vast
spaceship just by threatening violence or noncompliance. 


Still, he was afraid of what he might find out about
himself.


The group stopped by a doorway into the next ring section
and Zhukov turned to look up at Ram. 


“You should prepare yourself for an emotional shock,” he
said. “One that will have an impact on your sense of identity.”


“Just get on with it,” Ram said, attempting to radiate confidence.



Zhukov set his mouth and nodded to the Marine next to
him. The door hissed apart and Ram ducked through, following two Marines and
Zhukov through a short connecting passage and into a room he recognized. It was
like a day care center or a mental health ward in a hospital. All tables everywhere
with toys and coloring pencils on them.


One was a black woman sitting on a sofa being read to by
a normal sized crew member. The 7-foot woman looked a lot like Sifa. It was not
her, because she had the slack-jawed, blank expression of someone severely
lacking in mental faculties and her head was in proportion to her body.  Intellectually,
he knew it was not Sifa, nor had it ever been her body and yet it was deeply
disturbing seeing someone who had been full of life and passion now being
nothing more than a shell.


The second giant in the room had his back turned so Ram
approached the table. The Marines held back but they watched him closely.
Zhukov and Milena stood behind and either side of him at a respectful distance.


The AP was receiving instruction from an older support
worker on fitting colored, shaped blocks through a box with shaped holes in it.



Ram looked down on a face that was remarkably similar to
his own. The man's skin was paler, his short hair a lighter shade of brown than
Ram's own near-black stubble. His head was huge and in proportion to the body but
otherwise it was a familiar face. The man struggling with the puzzle game
looked up at Ram for a moment with a distinct lack of interest before looking
down again. He had shown no recognition. It was like looking into the eyes of a
baby.


“Is he a clone of me?” Ram asked Zhukov, still looking
down at the figure struggling to fit a square block into an octagonal hole. 


“You are both clones,” Zhukov said. “Or rather, you are
genetically very similar. As close as identical twins gestated in two different
wombs. There are a number of differences with regards to gene expression.”


Ram wondered how many more looking glasses he would have
to step through. “But how is this possible? I have a mother and a father.”


“You do. And yet they are not genetically related to
you.”


“I have seen the video of myself being born and it was my
mother I came out of, not a tank.”


“That is correct.” 


Ram looked down at Zhukov then. “Did they know? Did you
put a fertilized, cloned egg in my mom?”


Zhukov’s shoulders were hunched. He nodded once, sharply.
“As I recall, your parents were granted a license for a single child but after
trying for some time they discovered that both of them were infertile. UNOP has
for decades had standing arrangements with thousands of clinics all over the
world.  Your parents were offered an egg that your mother would bear. The
agreement was that they would be free to raise that child to adulthood as their
own with no interference from anyone else.”


“They told me they had fertility treatment but they
always said their genetic sequences were combined in a donated egg. Why didn’t
they just do that?”


“I’m afraid I do not know the details of your particular
case, just what is on file. I must say, that in most cases a large lump sum was
offered to encourage the parents to make the right decision.”


“They were bribed.” Ram couldn’t believe it. It seemed so
mercenary. He remembered that his parents had moved to Delhi around the time of
his birth and then his father had been able to get his engineering job building
the new spaceport.


“I don’t know their reasoning, I am afraid, only that your
mother was impregnated with you. Despite being an abnormally large baby, you
both survived the labor and then your parents were free to raise you however
they saw fit.”


Ram did not know what to say.


He pulled out a chair at the table - a table and chair
made to fit his huge body - and sat. The support worker smiled a greeting
across the table. His newly discovered identical brother carried on jamming a red
trapezoid against a square hole. Ram picked up a yellow tube shape and held it
out to the clone. It took a long while for the clone to notice it. When he did,
he swiped it from Ram’s hand and gave him a quick, lopsided grin. The clone
jammed it against the square slot, grunting in frustration.


“How long has he been learning this?” Ram asked the
support worker.


She looked at Ram over the box. “Oh, they can’t learn,”
she said. “Not in any meaningful sense. We are very careful to stop any mental
development beyond a certain level. Manipulating objects like this is simply a
way to maintain the fine motor control that a subject would require should the
body be needed.”


A subject. 


Ram laid a palm across his eyes for a moment. The body he
now occupied had belonged to a clone just like the one sitting beside him and
that clone had been euthanized, had his head and central nervous system
removed, to make way for Ram’s own to be transplanted. It was hard to not feel
bad for the guy, mindless automaton or not. 


His years of alienation with his parents suddenly seemed
to make sense. The arguments and conflict must have come from them, not from
him as they had always asserted. It suddenly made sense why he was so much
taller than anyone in his mother's or father's families.


“That's why you knew all about me,” Ram said. “Why you
were recording me, following me in Avar. Not because of my achievements.”


“Actually,” Zhukov said, standing behind and to the side
with his hands clasped together. “It was both. Your genome was developed decades
ago, along with many others that had the right mix of traits for the project.
And we could create these incredible bodies in ectogenesis pods with no serious
problems. But you cannot raise a person in a laboratory and expect them to
become a hero. Only the real world has enough randomization, enough variables
and challenges to create a truly rounded individual with what the old American
astronauts called the Right Stuff. And so we sent you out into the world, dozens
of each clone type, and waited to see what you would become.”


“There are dozens of clones of me?”


“Your genome was one of the earliest and best performing
but it was gradually supplanted by others as our engineers perfected the
processes involved. Still, yes, there are dozens of your brothers out there.
Almost all of them on Earth, some elsewhere. And we brought fifteen of you
onboard this ship when we left home. Unfortunately, Noomi destroyed your
brothers with her explosive device, the damned fool.”


“And this one,” Ram said. “And the other one you grafted
me on to. They’ve got the same genetic code, only they’re eight and a half feet
tall.”


“Precisely. The differences being that certain of the
gene sequences were switched on, others switched off and other processes were
done to them from birth through to adulthood in order to grow them into these vast
specimens we have here. But they are not human. As you can see, they are not
self-aware at all. They have no consciousness. They were raised simply to be
host bodies for you, the fully rounded humans with your great life experience.”


Ram handed the AP a red pentagonal shape. It took it and
eagerly tapped it on the box, twisting and turning it.  “And there are dozens
of clones, just like me? What are they like? What jobs do they have? Where do
they live?”


“They are not just like you, no. I don’t believe there
are many left on Earth, if any, and we brought all the potentials we could
locate onto this mission because we had the spare bodies of this model. But
environmental factors played a huge part in the individual variation. You,
Rama, achieved much with your time. Your parents had the right socioeconomic
background and geographical location to allow you a number of options. We hope
that our potential subjects will achieve not only great things with their lives
but great things that will be relevant to the project. In your case, as with
the others, we selected for Mission Four, you had the Right Stuff to be brought
along as one of our backup models.”


“We weren't good enough for the final round?”


Zhukov jerked his head in a nod. “As you know, your model
is actually rather old now when compared to the others. Thirty years ago, you
would have been in the top ten, certainly. Top three, perhaps. But now? You saw
the report that Diego obtained. We brought you into the ludus mainly to be
sacrificed to Mael's insanity. And yet here you are. Our Subject Alpha. Bearer
of our hopes and our dreams.”


Ram looked at the other Artificial Person in the room. “Were
all the subjects also clones? Did they know?”


“We think Alina knew. None of them had official
disclosure but word gets around, who knows for sure?” The Director tilted his
head while he gazed at the Artificial Person. “UNOP needed huge bodies to fight
the Wheelhunters. They started the program decades ago, growing fighters
instead of recruiting them. But tank-grown warriors never had the real world
experience needed. You have to have experienced traumas growing up that shape
you into an adult with the drive and ambition to give this Project your all. Only
the real world provides that. We created controlled environments and ended up
with people who had no depth of character. We tried downloading minds into
these bodies but there is so much loss of fidelity. When the information is
mapped onto a new brain we see errors and losses creep in. Stands to reason,
really. Everyone has an opinion about why but none of them really knows the
reason that the data is lost. They have tried with synthetic brains and with Artificial
Person brains but the personality that comes back is not quite right. I mean,
think about it. There are 620 trillion synapses in a human brain. 90 billion
neurons and over a trillion glia. Processing this volume of data strains our
most powerful computational and storage systems so it’s no wonder we see memory
loss and personality changes after overlaying the data back into biological
brains. We can allow a certain amount when we fill in gaps, as we did with
Bediako after Mission Three and like we did with you when you were first
revived and then again a few weeks ago. But an entire mind leaves us with a
person without any verve. Transplanting the nervous system of clones that
became fighters.”


Like we did with you... 


Ram shook his head in disbelief. “What’s that? You
downloaded parts of my mind, too? What other revelations are you going to
spring on me?”


“That’s the very last one, I promise this. After Alina’s
incident, you received a wound to the brain. Dr. Fo replaced the damaged cells
and mapped your lost synaptic pathways onto it.”


Milena spoke up from behind his shoulder. “And when you
were first woken.”


“Indeed,” Zhukov said. “It was discovered that almost
three years in a minimal-temperature coma state resulted in some mental
degradation. Dr. Fo overlaid your brain with the data gathered from a scan
before you were recruited.”


“I don’t remember being scanned.”


“A side effect of the process is that you do not remember
the process. Your memory is wiped by the scans before they can be stored long
term.”


“How many scans have I had?”


“Oh, I do not know this. Perhaps four since you were
woken.”


Ram rubbed his face and sighed. He almost laughed as he
got to his feet. His cloned, Artificial Person brother paid him no attention. “Why
even hide this from me?”


Zhukov half-turned to Milena. She glared at him but
answered Ram calmly. “They felt that since your main problem is self-confidence,
revealing your cloned nature would have adverse effects on your performance.”


“You didn’t think that, did you, Milena?” Ram said.


“I think I know you better than that.” She shrugged. “I
was overruled.”


Zhukov looked confused. “Are you not feeling a loss of identity
in this moment? You have had a lot to process and no doubt you will need time
to come to terms with this.  But you should remember that our genetic potential
and even our own personal experiences are not necessarily the sum of who we
are. If you so choose, your actions and decisions in the moment can be the way
you define yourself in the future.”


“You never met my parents,” Ram said, looking down at his
idiot clone, fumbling around with a green cube. “My dad is a violent asshole
and my mom is a coward. Remembering my childhood, you know, this makes a lot of
sense. I actually used to hope that I was adopted. Truthfully, I think this
whole clone thing is pretty cool.”


“Cool?”


“Wait, did you tell my mom and dad to make me take up
wrestling?”


“Part of the UNOP agreement was that the children would
be encouraged to take up combat sports and sport in general. Not mandatory but
I think they would receive a range of financial bonuses depending on the
engagement.


“I can’t believe this. My dad beating me for years,
trying to force me to take up wrestling and go to cricket. I thought he hated
me but he was just trying to earn himself some money.” Ram laughed, bitter but relieved.
His childhood suddenly made more sense.


Milena smiled along with him. “I’m glad we could provide
you with closure.”


Zhukov seemed confused. 


“This is like the last piece of the puzzle for me,” Ram explained.
“I always knew something was up, that there was something no one was telling
me. My parents were hiding all this. Then you guys, no matter how much I
learned there was always the feeling that there was something else. I told
myself I was being paranoid or that it didn’t matter but it was always there.
And now it isn’t. You’ve told me everything and who I am makes sense. My life,
since before I was born, was on rails. Some of those rails led to me living in
Avar, in my apartment and dying young and fat and lonely. Another rail led me
here and I might have been a victim of Mael’s or Alina’s. I might have been
Subject Omega and made it through until after the Subject Alpha fought, maybe
heading back to Earth until the joints and organs in this ridiculous body
started to fail. How many years can these bodies take all these growth hormones
and training, three? Ten at the most? Anyway, this is the rail that I found
myself on. This was always somewhere I might have ended up, back when my
genetic code was stitched together forty years ago. I know that now. I know who
I am. Knowing the constraints of my life has freed me. I can focus now, a
hundred percent.”


Zhukov looked at him warily, as if suspecting he was
being lied to or that Ram was being sarcastic. Then he jerked his head in a
brisk nod. “I am impressed with your attitude. Now you know where you came from,
yes indeed. The full story, nothing held back. Good, it is over. Now, we are
only days away from the final battle and there is much to be done.”


Ram pursed his lips. “The mind scans stuff, though, I
don’t like the idea of losing my memories to a loss of fidelity. And, I have to
know, are you sure you’re not adding in a little extra stuff here and there? Or
taking things away on purpose? I don’t quite feel like myself all the time.”


The Director wrinkled his nose. “No. We do not know how
to do that. One day, we will and then we will do so. But no, we only use it to
fill in the gaps, to make you back into who you are, not take you away from
it.”


Ram drummed his fingers on the table a few times.
“Alright, I believe you, Zhukov. Sounds like it helped me out and I’ll be dead
in a few days anyway, right? So what does it matter if I’ve got a few extra
glitches?”  


Zhukov stood up straight as an iron rod. “We believe in
you completely,” he said, with undisguised impatience. “I wish that you would
do also. Now, can we continue with your training?”


Ram clapped a hand on his clone brother’s shoulder.


“We can finish it.”


 


 











PART FIVE – CONQUEST


30. ORBIT


 


The UNOPS Victory achieved final position
in orbit around Orb Station Zero with less than 36 hours remaining before the
Orb’s deadline.


All the crew had to do now was wait for the Wheelhunter
ship to appear through the Orb-generated wormhole. The meeting room in Ram’s
quarters had once again become the de facto location for the department heads
to witness the momentous appearance as well as agree the final plans for Ram’s
boarding the Orb. Zhukov, Dr. Fo, Bediako, Cassidy, Milena and a handful of key
personnel. 


Ram needed the meeting so that he would feel prepared to
fight a giant alien to the death the next day. He knew that he had a limited
number of hours of life left to live. 35 hours and 24 minutes, roughly, until
Zero Hour so he was keen to get the meeting finished. And yet it had not really
begun. The officers could not relax until the Wheeler vessel popped through the
wormhole into the Sol System. On the other hand, no one knew precisely when the
alien ship would appear and so they sat staring at a screen showing an empty
region of space. 


“How do you know it will come from the spot where the
telescope probes are pointing?” Ram said, watching the screen while he ate. He
still had five thousand more calories to get through before the end of the day
and his pile of brown rice and kidney beans was unusually unappealing.
Especially as it was likely to be the last proper meal he ever ate. 


Some last supper. 


“The alien vessel always appears in the same area of
space, relative to the position of the Orb and the Sun,” Zhukov said without
turning away from the screen. “Five thousand kilometers on the dark side and
that’s where we have the probes pointing. One in orbit, another on a flyby of
the wormhole area.” He was holding a glass of the Stolichnaya vodka he had been
saving for this moment. Marine Captain Cassidy had declined a glass as his
Marines were on high alert. Bediako, grim and lurking at the back of the room,
had sneered at the offer. Milena threw a few down her neck right away. Ram was
not allowed any.


“How big is the wormhole?” Ram asked, just to be
speaking. No one else was talking much and the silence was putting him off his
food. 


“We do not know,” Zhukov answered. “One of the Mission
Four experiments will be to measure the size and shape of it. UNOP scientists
back on Earth developed it but too late to go on Mission Three. We have a
mission specialist who will analyze the electromagnetic distortions and capture
the dimensions, almost immediately.”


Ram nodded, chewing his rice. “What do you think would
happen if the Victory tried to fly through the wormhole from this end?”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Zhukov said. Bediako snorted from
the corner.


“Mission Three sent a probe into the area when it was in
orbit,” Milena said. “The wormhole wasn’t there, we believe that the Orb
creates the wormhole for the Wheeler ship each time it comes and goes.
Otherwise, all we can detect is the particular environment that exists
everywhere within the Orb’s powerful magnetic field.”


“Just a thought,” Ram said, shrugging. He wondered if it
was worth trolling them any further. “Do you guys think it’ll be the same
design of ship this time? If they’ve kept the exact same design ship every year
for the last hundred and twenty years, what do you think that says about their
technological development? Are they so advanced that they don’t need to
upgrade, their ship design is perfected? Or are they just really slow to make
adaptations? I know you guys enjoy hiding all this stuff from me but our ships
have definitely gotten bigger, way bigger, with every mission. Don’t they want
to be in an arms race with us? Are we so far behind them technologically?”


Zhukov tutted. 


Milena sat in a chair, leaning forward with her forearms
on her knees. She looked like she didn't want to even blink in case she missed
what they were all waiting for. 


Bediako lurked at the back of the room, a massive,
brooding presence that Ram felt confident enough to ignore. He knew that he was
better than Bediako, stronger. He was not afraid of the man anymore. But he did
appreciate him as a trainer and Ram respected his advice. 


Dr. Fo sat at a small table in the corner, tapping
furiously on a screen and speaking rapidly but quietly to his team back in the
medical ring. They were running tests continuously on Ram's body and mind,
tweaking everything toward optimal performance.


Captain Cassidy of the UNOP Marine Corps stood at ease,
arms behind his back near to the wall and beside the door, as if he was ready
to run and join his company, should any shit go down. He had a slab-like face
with a nose that looked like it had been broken and smashed flat a dozen times.
A faint lattice of scar tissue, like claw marks or burns, covered the right
side of his weather-beaten face and neck. He was a scary looking guy.


“We ain’t so far behind,” Cassidy said. “We’re packing
some serious—”


“Quiet!” Zhukov snapped, spinning around so fast that he
spilled his drink, glaring at Cassidy. 


Captain Cassidy cut off what he was saying but Ram
thought it was from surprise rather than respect, raising his eyebrows. It was
like watching a mastiff growling up at a tiger.


Behind Zhukov, the screen flashed and whited out as the
cameras were hit with a soup of particles and radiation that washed it out. When
the whiteout cleared, the alien ship was there in the blackness of space,
filling the screen. Ram froze, spoon halfway to his mouth. 


It was the same design of ship recorded by the other
missions. The alien vessel was in many ways remarkably similar to a human one.
It was not bulky like the Victory, with a diameter almost equal to the
length but it was long, wide and with a low profile. Engines at the rear in two
clusters, he knew they would be glowing with a pale blue exhaust. It did not
spin, as their own ship did and the surface was pale and bright, shining with reflected
light from the distant Sun and stars.


“Why’s it so shiny?” Ram asked.


“Clearly, they are not interested in stealth,” Zhukov
said, angry that he had missed the moment. “It must be a function required in
the operation of the craft.”


“It's combat shielding,” Bediako said. “Protection
against lasers and the like.”


“Ablative armor,” the Captain said, nodding his savaged
block of a head. “Polishing increases efficiency. Precisely like a reentry heatshield.”


“We have physical shielding on the outside and inside of
the Victory,” Dr. Fo muttered without even out looking up from his
screen. “The main function of which is to protect the crew from solar and
cosmic radiation. No doubt the reflective outer layer is a substance which
performs such a function for the Wheelhunter species.”


“Perhaps they just like the way it looks,” Milena said,
winking at Ram.


“Yeah, like the Orb,” Ram said. “Maybe that's the
unifying aesthetic valued by every civilization in the galaxy. Everyone loves
shiny things.”


Zhukov grunted, conveying contempt. “That vessel contains
our enemies. One of the aliens on that ship will be the creature that you, Rama
Seti, will fight to the death in a few hours. Need I remind you that the
lifeforms onboard that ship are also prepared to invade and colonize our entire
system, should we lose.”


“I hadn't forgotten,” Ram said, putting down his spoon
and pushing his plate away. Training every day, all day, with violence in mind
and body, made it difficult to resist throwing his plate at Zhukov’s head or
jumping over the table to punch him in the face. He took a deep breath, getting
his anger under control because he didn’t want to kill him.


“Keep eating,” Dr. Fo said. 


“I'm not hungry.”


“That is irrelevant, you must—”


“I'll finish it later. You all need to get on with this
meeting or get the fuck out of my quarters. I have real preparations to get on
with.” He glanced at the Wheelhunter ship up on the screen.


The others bristled, to one extent or another, but they
settled down at the meeting table without objecting. 


“It has already begun,” Zhukov said. “Perhaps you can advise
us of the security situation, Captain?”


“We are at our fullest level of alertness. Our weapons
are charged and armed, from personal defense weapons for all relevant crew
members trained in their operation, to our elite marines with the most advanced
and deadly weapons yet developed by humanity. And of course, our ship to ship
weapon systems are fully powered and armed and ready to destroy anything that
makes a move to attack us.”


“Wonderful,” Zhukov said. “Thank you very much, Captain.
It is a relief to know that you are all here ready to fight and die to protect
this ship. Now—”


“Wait a sec,” Ram said, looking around him, confused.
“What was that? That was a security briefing? What's going on?”


Zhukov's face reddened and Bediako smiled to himself. Dr.
Fo looked down, as if embarrassed. The Captain stared straight ahead as if he
was a statue. 


“What am I missing, here?” Ram said. 


“It does not concern you,” Zhukov said. “We may move on.”


“What is this?” Ram asked. “It’s like you’re programmed
NPCs in Avar.”


Milena stared at Zhukov with a look loaded with meaning.
After a moment he sighed and nodded at her. 


“We're sorry, Ram,” she said. “I suppose there's no harm
in explaining. You see, we are unsure of the Wheelhunter capabilities, as a
species. Bear in mind that this is a completely alien animal, something with a
biology that we barely understand, that could be capable of abilities that we
cannot conceive of, or at least that no human or AI has hypothesized. Having
said that, an early UNOP risk assessment highlighted a low probability,
critical risk that the Wheeler is able to read your memories in some way. We
don’t know how it might work, biologically, and some of us don’t believe it can
be done but perhaps it can remotely scan your brain, biologically or take a
sample from your body.”


“Like, if it takes a chunk of my brain back home with it
at the end of the fight?”


“The concept is most unlikely,” Dr. Fo said. “But not
biologically impossible.”


“And if the Wheeler was able to read your mind, what
would it know about Victory?” Captain Cassidy said. “And what would it
know about Earth?”


Ram sighed and leaned back in his chair. “That's why you hide
stuff from me. That's why you never tell me how many Marines are on board.
That’s why the ship’s design and systems are all redacted on the network.
That's why you won't tell me what Earth's preparations for the invasion are.
You think I’m a fucking security risk.”


Milena spread her hands. “Like I said, a very low
probability but a critical level of impact.”


“I understand.”


The Captain spoke up. “We don’t know how it will work if
the Sol System is awarded to the Wheelers. Imagine if the Orb grants permission
for the alien vessel to open fire upon the Victory immediately upon your
loss of the fight. We would be in for a fight for our lives.”


“I said I understand.”


“We have to prepare for every eventuality,” Milena said.
“It does not reflect our beliefs about your chances for success.”


“Sure,” Ram said. “So, what does my final medical say,
Doc?”


“That Rama Seti is a miracle of modern science improving
on nature,” Dr. Fo said, clapping his hands together once. “Bearing in mind
that he is not designed for longevity, I could not be happier with his current health
and strength. What would have taken days to recover from, even in someone as
fit and augmented as the Captain here, is fully healed in a matter of hours for
our dear Rama. His mind and knowledge and experience are dreadfully valuable
now and we have a final upload to perform first thing in the morning. One day,
when the methods are perfected, we can bring him back in a new body or so I
hope. What is more, we have made remarkable advances during this mission and I
cannot wait to apply these methods to future subjects when we get home.
Assuming we need future subjects, that is. Perhaps I will be designing drone
soldiers to fight waves of Wheeler invaders. Sorry, Rama, I don’t mean that.”


“You are years away from getting back to Earth, Doctor,”
Zhukov said, irritated. “Just be sure to submit all your data in time for it to
be encrypted for our final communications with Project HQ.”


“Final?” Ram said.


“Another precaution, not a prediction,” Zhukov said.
“We'll send a last communication back to Earth before the boarding team departs
for the Orb Station. We'll send petabytes of data protected by unbreakable
encryption. There will be all our final reports, our medical data, final fight
data, science experiment results on the Wheeler vessel, Avar records, the last personal
logs, every second of our recorded video and audio from every camera and
microphone on the ship, all the drone swarm images and data recorded since the
last upload. That way, none of the knowledge and experience of this mission can
be lost, should the Wheelers attack immediately.”


Ram hadn’t considered that his loss in the arena might
mean the immediate destruction of the Victory. Not something he wanted
on his mind. It felt more real than the almost abstract idea of the Sol System
being invaded.


“Bediako,” Zhukov said, indicating the huge instructor.
“What is Rama's combat and training status?”


“He has come a long way in the last few weeks. While I
fundamentally disagree with your and Dr. Fo's policy of building his mass at
the expense of agility and flexibility, his reaction time has continued to
improve at a remarkable rate, shaving off nanoseconds every day. The outcomes
of his sessions within Avar and with the IRL combat drone continue to improve,
even as the parameters of the simulations are increased. I would never have expected
him to reach this level by this point.”


He can’t even bring himself to say he thinks I have a
chance.


Zhukov smiled, nodding patronizingly at Ram, as if he was
proud and pleased. “Thank you, that more than anything, gives me great hope. And
Milena? What is Subject Alpha's mental state?”


“It could not be better,” Milena said, even though she
knew it was not true. “Most people would be unable to stand the emotional
stress and yet Ram is coping well. As everyone else says, his performance
continues to improve.” 


Zhukov was about to carry on but Rama could not take it anymore.



“I need to say something,” Ram said. 


“Of course,” Zhukov said, a benevolent smile on his face.
The Wheelhunter ship filled the screen on the wall behind him.


Ram cleared his throat. “It’s obvious that you held this
little update meeting for my benefit. You're all trying to be positive so that
I keep my spirits up. And that's great, I appreciate it. But there’s no need.
We all know that for all my improvements, I'm not as fast as the Wheelhunter
is. I'm not as strong. I'm not as big. I still have no way to hurt it other
than to try snapping its limbs one by one at the joints. And I'm not being
negative about myself as an individual, I've seen the stats and I doubt Mael or
Alina would have been able to achieve the required speeds and techniques
either. I actually feel pretty great about myself. I was designed for this,
genetically. I know that I am possibly the strongest, most physically powerful
human in the Sol System, maybe more than anyone who ever lived, crazy as that
sounds. I know what's at stake here. I'll give it my all. I don't doubt myself.
But I'm certain, just as you all are, that when I go up against the alien
that’s in that ship, I'm going to die.”


No one spoke for a while. Ram felt tired.


“Well,” Captain Cassidy said. “Just make sure to kill
that fucker before you do, alright?”


Ram laughed. “Alright.” He yawned.


“You need to rest,” Milena said. “Everybody out,” she ordered
and her boss and colleagues obeyed her, wishing him a good night’s sleep as
they went. After a while, it was just him and Milena, alone, in the meeting
room. 


Ram nodded at the live image on the wall, the enormous
Wheelhunter vessel, thousands of kilometers away but closing on the Orb Station
Zero with every second. “It's funny to think that this will be my last ever
chance to sleep. In the morning, I'll take my last ever shit. At least I've had
my last ever bowl of rice and beans.”


Milena looked at him for a long moment. She carefully
folded her screen away. “You must focus on positive thoughts, Rama. And you
need sleep, eight hours at least, ideally twelve. I have to go.”


“These aren’t negative thoughts, Milena,” Ram said,
standing and moving over to her slowly. “Just observations. It’s a strange
thing to know your time is up. Countless millions of people must have felt like
this. Guys before battle, you know, when they knew they were walking straight
into machine guns the next day. Or people going in for surgery that they know
is hopeless.  So for me, in the morning I have the final medical, the final
briefing and then we board the shuttle. This might be the last time I'll ever
be alone with anyone. I don’t want you to go.”


Milena smiled up at him, placing a hand on his stomach.
“You need sleep more than you need physical intimacy.”


“Hey, come on. You're only saying that because you've
actually experienced physical intimacy before.”


Milena sighed. “You had intercourse with Alina multiple
times and with Sifa also. I was there, in a way, helping you enjoy those
moments on an emotional level.”


“You turned up my oxytocin but that doesn’t make it real.
With them, it wasn't about intimacy. Even with Sifa. You know, the subjects all
believed that the barracks had no cameras in it but it did, didn't it. You saw
everything I said and did in there.”


“Of course.”


Ram sighed. “You know everything about me. You know my
history, you've seen me at my worst and you know what I'm feeling and you know
what decisions I'll make even before I make them. You know me better than
anyone. Better than anyone else in my whole life. But I never know exactly what
you're thinking. I don't know what you really think of me. Forgetting all this,
all the project, the mission, all that bullshit.”


“I do know you. Yes, better than anyone ever has. Better
even than you know yourself, and that is not hyperbole, that is a fact. And I
always told you that this would not be an equal relationship. But, Ram, you do
know me. We've spent hundreds of hours together. Do you really think all our
conversations could be scripted? How could I maintain an act for so long? What
about when we make each other laugh, does that feel real to you?”


“Sure. Yes.” Ram said it and he thought that he probably
meant it. 


She unfolded her screen again and tapped away at it.


“What are you doing?”


“Turning off the cameras and microphones in your bedroom.
Come on, we’ll have to be quick. Tomorrow, you fight.”


Ram followed her out of the meeting room, glancing one
last time at the Wheelhunter ship, burning into orbit around the Orb.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
















 


31. BOARDING


 


COME.


The Orb beamed the boarding instruction at the Victory.
They were prepared, with the shuttle inside the shuttle bay fueled, crewed and
raring to go.


“Boarding Team shuttle ready to depart,” Captain Cassidy
said, from his seat inside the shuttle crew compartment. As the officer
responsible for crew and mission security, the Marine Captain was in overall command
of the boarding mission. The reply from the pilot was sent only to him but the
shuttle immediately began to shake as the engines were fired up and the air
inside the bay, essentially a huge airlock, was violently sucked back into the
ship’s air systems.


Positioned in the center of the rows of seats, Ram
reclined in a reentry chair designed for eight feet tall subjects. Even then, he
was bigger than the seat had been designed for and the strapping cut into his
shoulders and chest. The passenger section of the shuttle held the support crew
that would be joining him on the Orb. There was a lot of them. Twelve Marines
in three squads plus Cassidy in full combat gear and a range of weapons that
they almost certainly would not need. Still, Ram was glad to have them backing
him up. Their easy confidence made him feel calm. Their demeanor reminded him
of the other elite Avar gamers in his co-op when they waited in a pre-game
lobby. A relaxation that came from certainty in your own abilities and a
familiarity and trust in your teammates. And he knew the Marines had run the
operation in Avar a hundred times so they were drilled to perfection.


As well as the Marines there were eighteen crew members
plus equipment crammed into the crew compartment. The cargo hold in the
shuttle’s belly was so packed with their gear that some of them carried extra
stuff on their laps.


Milena seated herself beside him. He was happy to have
her there but he had been confused about one thing ever since he had woken up
that morning.


“Milena,” he whispered. “Last night, did we…? You know.
In my bedroom?”


She raised an eyebrow. “Have you forgotten?”


“It’s the strangest thing, I remember heading toward my
room with you but then there’s nothing. Did you drug me?”


She closed her eyes. “You had your mind scanned and
uploaded this morning, do you remember your medical schedule? Sounds like the
process interfered with your memory storage going right back to last night.”


“I can’t believe this. That’s the worst thing I ever
heard.” He looked down at her. “How did I do? Was it good? I’m pretty sure there’s
no way we could have, you know, physically performed a full docking maneuver.
Did you, like, achieve your key objectives?”


“You’re an idiot.” She reached over and placed her hand
on his arm. “But tell you what, you beat the alien and we can make new
memories.”  


“Oh man,” Ram said. “I thought I was motivated to succeed
before this moment but I think I just found a whole new gear.”


Dr. Fo sat behind Ram, despite Director Zhukov pressuring
the doctor into staying on the ship. He was too valuable an asset to humanity
to risk being trapped on the Orb should anything go wrong. Dr. Fo had laughed
him off. 


“Rama Seti is my patient,” Dr. Fo said. “And, perhaps, if
I may be so bold, my friend. I wish to be there to oversee the final
preparations which will ensure his victory and also so that I may immediately
perform any necessary medical procedures upon his corpse.”


Ram was glad the doctor would be there. Although he was a
medical genius, his skills would most likely not be required. And it was
probably because almost everyone else who had liked him was now dead or six
billion kilometers away but Ram was starting to think of the man as a friend. 


The shuttle shook with growing intensity and then the
vibration lessened, replaced with a steady hum as the engines settled into a
cruise state.


“We are clear of the shuttle bay,” Cassidy announced through
internal comms. “Our pilot is stabilizing our spin and we are heading for Orb
Station.”


Bediako sat beside him in the other huge reentry chair.
There was no final training assistance that the old guy could advise on but he
was there as a backup. If Rama was rejected by the Orb, for some reason, then
Bediako could take his place. No one wanted that to happen, not even Ram. 


Accompanying the heads of departments were selected
members of the training, medical and intel teams. Medical personnel were there
to give Ram his final injections and to scrape up his remains from the floor of
the arena. The communications personnel and intelligence officers who would
record everything from inside the Orb for later study and perform their own
experiments in a quest to better penetrate the depths of the structure with
their scanning equipment. 


Milena looked calm as she always did, leaning back in her
seat, peering at the screen in her hands. Ram knew he should be mentally
preparing for the fight but all he could think about was Milena and how much he
wished he could remember the night they had spent together. He felt like he’d
been robbed.


Ram closed his eyes and focused on his breathing. Still,
the thoughts that bubbled up were of death and violence, blood and a giant
yellow monster. Three-dimensional red words shot up at him from the darkness.
HUMANITY and FUTURE and DESTRUCTION and LOSER. He allowed the thoughts to flow
through him, observing them and passing no judgment, granting them no emotional
power over him. 


Kind of. 


Who was he kidding? 


Captain Cassidy called out. “We are coming up to the
outer hull of the Orb now. I recommend that you check your screens for the live
feed from the forward cameras. I’ll throw it up on the cabin monitor.”


“Look at this, Ram,” Milena's breathless voice next to
him as she held up her screen. “What an incredible thing to witness.”


It was just like watching the replays of the earlier
missions. Ram had viewed them so many times that it was like a replay all over
again.


The Orb was exactly the same as it had been in Mission
Three, Mission Two and in Mission One. It was only their approach angle that
was slightly different as the shuttle eased its way through the roughly
hundred-meter square opening at the equator. The shining black shell reflected
the shuttle lights as well as the ranging lasers and illumination from the Victory
before she went over the horizon.


Even though he had seen it so many times in replays and
he was watching the images through a wall screen rather than with his own eyes,
the alienness of the thing was never more apparent as when the shuttle flew
inside the open bay. The black mirror exterior was inhumanly perfect and
seemingly timeless. Even knowing that the outer surface was capable of changing
to white, to a silvered reflective shine, to red and blue, it didn’t seem
possible. 


“I still wonder whether the Orb Builders are hiding
inside,” Ram whispered to Milena. 


“A pleasant fantasy,” she said. “But honestly, best guess
is that the Orb Builders are busy overseeing the galactic network of empires. I
have to go along with the common UNOP conclusions that they operate the Orbs
remotely or perhaps the Orbs are run by some form of AI.”


“Another part of me likes the idea that the Orb Builders
are themselves AI.”


“A common hypothesis and a reasonable one. There’s no way
of knowing at the moment. In time, if and when humanity works its way up
through the ranks of species in the arenas across the galaxy, we may meet the
Orb Builders themselves. But not today. Now, you need to stop intellectually
and emotionally avoiding the fight and start focusing on the Wheelhunters.”


Ram imagined that the alien shuttle would be entering an
identical hole on the opposite hemisphere while the Victory and the
alien ship continued to orbit opposite the other, each hidden from direct view
by the Orb itself. Ram wondered what the Wheelhunter was feeling in that
moment, on its own shuttle. Was it afraid? Did it even feel anything like
emotions at all? There was still so much about them that no one knew and yet
Ram had to kill it.


“Do you think I have a chance?” Ram asked Bediako.


The instructor turned to Ram and looked him in the eye.
“You have the best chance of anyone. We can say no more than that.”


Thanks a lot, asshole.


“Doctor Fo,” Ram said. “You believe in me, right?”


“Oh, absolutely, yes, of course I do. Yes, indeed. You
are most impressive, everyone says so. And well done for thinking positive
thoughts, good for you, that’s the spirit.”


“Quite the vote of confidence, Doc.”


Milena patted his forearm. “That’s what you get for
requiring external validation.”


Ram looked at the vast Orb filling the screen. The
shuttle was almost at the surface.


“I wish I’d learned to meditate,” Ram said. “I’ll never
get the chance now.”


“The main thing is that you resist being a slave to your emotions.
Decide what you would like your thoughts to be about and think those thoughts.”


Ram nodded, looking at her. “I know what my last thoughts
are going to be about.” He raised his eyebrows.


Milena smiled back at him, though there was a sadness in
the corners of her eyes. He was glad to see it. He hoped that she really did
feel something for him and the whole thing hadn’t been purely for the sake of
the mission.


Crazy, really. He was facing his own death, the failure
of the mission and UNOP itself and being responsible for the destruction of
humanity and yet he was feeling smug because a beautiful woman seemed to care
for him a tiny bit. His gratitude for her was completely pathetic. And yet, he
could think of nothing better to be his last thoughts than her tits and her ass
and her lips.


He wished he had more time.


On the screen, the black hull of the Orb filled the
screen. The shuttle, descending along the equator, came up to the vast, square,
open door of the shuttle bay.


“Three minutes until landing,” Cassidy drawled, as if he
was on a pleasure cruise.


The craft’s engines vibrated heavily right before they shut
down and the shuttle pilot used the monopropellant thrusters to arrest their
speed in relation to the surface until they coasted over the hundred-meter
square opening.


Thirty-one people in the passenger compartment held their
breath as the pilot rotated the shuttle, maneuvered inside and set the craft
down on the floor of the huge space. A short series of thuds sounded on the
hull as the shuttle landed and everyone let out a huge sigh of relief.


“This is your pilot speaking. Solid landing is confirmed.
Welcome to Orb Station Zero.”


Ram slapped the quick release on his harness and grinned
at Milena.


“Alright, let’s do this.”


 


 
















 


32. ARENA


 


The inside of the Orb hangar was a featureless black cube.
The shuttle lamps illuminated the solid surfaces around them with bright
blue-white light and the walls, ceiling and floor emitted their own soft glow.
The hangar bay was one hundred meters on all sides with a fifty-meter opening
on the wall opposite the outer door. 


Silently, they watched on their screens as the outer hull
doors slid shut behind them with a smoothness that no human machinery could
touch and air howled around the outer hull of the shuttle. The breathable gas
mixture produced by the Orb was heated and the action of the hot air on the
frozen outer hull caused the passenger compartment to ring with the sound of
expanding metal panels.


Ram stood, stretching his legs and back. The epinephrine
in his blood hummed throughout his body and he itched to be moving.


The pilot’s voice came through on the shared channel. “Outer
door closed behind us right on schedule. Air inside the shuttle bay showing as
the standard Orb mix. Sensors show gravity nominal. Radiation within safety
parameters. Filters are picking up no contaminants or life signs. We are green
across the board. Alright, over to you, Captain Cassidy.”


“Okay, listen up,” Cassidy said, standing by the side
door which would open into a loading ramp. “My Marines will exit first and
establish a perimeter. I will then call the teams out in the prearranged order.
We’re all excited and we’re all afraid but we will do this calmly and we will
do this professionally. There is plenty of time before Zero Hour and so we will
not rush or make mistakes. We will do this exactly as we have drilled it.” Cassidy
paused, looking around at the Marines and crew staring at him over the seat
backs. “Having said that, if anyone sees or hears or smells anything that is
unexpected, anything that you feel may be a threat or simply something you
notice that you have not seen in the previous mission replays then you will let
me know immediately. And for Christ’s sake, don’t touch anything weird,
alright? Okay, let’s make history, people.”


He punched the door release code and the side of the
shuttle opened with a banging, whirring noise. The external air whooshed in and
mixed with the shuttle air. Ram instinctively held his breath, unwilling to trust
the alien air. But there was only so long he could do that.


The Marines flowed down the ramp even before it locked in
place. They worked quickly and efficiently and they covered the exits of the
shuttle as the boarding party teams unbuckled themselves and prepared their
equipment. 


Ram started toward the exit. Bediako stopped him with an
open palm on Ram’s chest.


“Wait until the Marines have cleared the area,” Bediako
said. 


Ram couldn’t stand being cooped up on the shuttle anymore.
He wanted to set foot on the alien space station, if for no reason other than
to be actually doing something. He took a breath and controlled himself before
he smashed the instructor in the face and ripped his head off. 


“Come on, man,” Ram said, through gritted teeth. “We know
there's no one here. The Orb Builders are not here. The Wheelhunters are
embarking on the opposite side of the Orb Station and there’s no way for them
to get to us. I mean, there’s no reason to expect anything has changed since
the last mission and the one before that and the one before fucking that.”


Bediako looked up at him. “Rama Seti, you are currently
the most important human being in the Sol System. We cannot afford to make any
assumptions or take even the slightest unnecessary risk with your person.”


It couldn’t have been an easy thing for him to admit,
even though it was technically true. The real truth was, Ram couldn’t bear to
think about the fact.


Ram controlled his breathing and tried to make light of
things. “I guess I should enjoy my status while it lasts.”


“Indeed.”


While they waited for the equipment to be unloaded on
their wheeled cases and for the Marines to sweep every millimeter of the hangar
bay, Milena took Ram's right hand in both of hers and held it to her chest. “You
must cultivate a positive mental attitude, Ram.”


“I am positive,” he said, automatically placating. When
she didn’t respond he looked down at her. “Seriously, I'm looking forward to
you dosing me up with some of your homicidal maniac cocktail. It will be great
to be out of my mind.”


“I'll be there with you,” Milena said, meaning of course
that she would be there in spirit, in his head. “But with the advances that you
have made the last few weeks, I expect that you will be able to achieve victory
with minimal support from me.”


“You don’t need to bullshit me, Milena. I mean it. Don't
hold back with anything. Use everything you have on me, turn it all up as high
as it goes. It will take everything that I have, everything that you have plus
all the luck in the world. Burn through everything, don’t save a drop and
neither will I.”


Her head was a meter below his own but she looked him
square in the eye. “Agreed.”


Of course she would. Only a psychotic would put the
wellbeing of a single man before the existence of all humanity. A dead man
walking, to boot. It was a completely unnecessary thing to urge her to do but
he was nervous beyond words and his mouth and mind were running wild.


He had to get himself under control. 


The Captain's voice called out for the last of the
boarding teams to disembark.


Milena squeezed Ram's hand for the last time and let it
drop. 


Ram followed Bediako down the side ramp and into the Orb
hangar space. The shuttle sat in the center of the huge cuboid like a stocky,
remote control airplane in a toy box, engines still cooling at the rear. The
ceiling, 300 feet above, was vertigo inducing. Ram took a deep breath of the
alien air. It smelled just fine, other than the chemical stink of the
shuttlecraft and the animal sweat of the hardworking boarding team.


I’m on an alien space station.


“This way,” the Captain said. He and his Marines moved
the group through the space to the fifty-meter open door in the wall in front
of the shuttle’s nose. The corridor was a straight line through the center of
the Orb toward the arena, a kilometer-long cuboid leading to the heart of the
station. 


 They went in relative silence, in the order they had in
their own simulations. Everyone seemed to know where their place was and where
they were all going. A squad of four Marines guarded him and Milena, even
though it was unnecessary. There was nothing that would harm him before he got
into the Arena. Two Marines in front, two behind, with their weapons ready and
Bediako positioned himself in front of the Marines, as if placing himself in
potential harm’s way. If Ram wasn’t feeling so psychotically aggressive, he
would have been touched by his concern. By his display of duty over his
personal feelings.


Ram allowed himself to be brought along by the mass of
bodies and the trundling of the alloy trolleys while he focused on staying calm
and attempting to retain his own center. 


He looked around at the smooth, black walls far away on
either side and considered where he was. His mind ran immediately into the
astonishing fact of the thing, which set him off wondering again what the Orb Builders
were like and whether they were still around anywhere in the galaxy. Whether
any of the hypotheses so far dreamed up about them even approached the truth. He
imagined the network of galactic civilizations that maybe collectively created
some kind of super culture, an information and trading and even political
network of cultures that humanity was potentially going to be a part of, one
day. That humans might be given access to distant star systems, technological
advances or, at the least, gifted advice or information which would enable
humanity to join that galactic community. 


But only if humans could win a fight against a giant
yellow wheel-shaped monster.


Only if Ram could win. Today, right now. He was out of
time, humanity was out of time. It was now or never.


It was too much for Ram to take in. The responsibility of
it too great. His hands and lips tingled with the adrenaline coursing through
his bloodstream. 


Milena could sense his rising anxiety. Just seeing her
face as she glanced up at him calmed him a little and he remembered to control
his breathing.


He remembered that he was made for this. Designed for it,
decades ago, bred for it and ultimately trained for it. Ultimately, he was the
only person, out of the billions of people in the Sol System, who even had the
remotest chance.


I can do this, he told himself. A mantra, repeated in
time with his footsteps on the black floor.


I can do this. I will do this. I can do this. 


Together, the boarding team followed the route through
the Orb. The team were generally quiet, although there were plenty of fraught
whispered discussions about equipment and with verbal updates amongst the Marines
and between Cassidy and the two Marines, shuttle pilot and crew left back in
the shuttle bay. Two of the crew stopped in the corridor behind the group to
set up some sort of scanning experiment. Bediako was silent. Even Dr. Fo barely
spoke, other than to hurry his medical team along.


There was not far to go but Ram paid less and less
attention to his surroundings. Mostly, he focused on his breathing. Feeling the
air rush in, cool and yet warm, in through his nostrils and filling his chest.
His lungs expanded to enormous proportions and his chest grew with every breath
in. Controlling the air as it left his body, he modulated the flow so that it
was as close to perfectly constant as it could be. No doubt, to the boarding
team around him, breathing with such precision made Ram sound like a machine or
perhaps a lunatic.


Instead, his guts were filled with the wriggling worms of
anxiety. And just the thought of having a panic attack was enough to start him down
the road to having one. 


“Milena,” he said.


“I know,” she whispered. “Here.”


A moment after she tapped her screen, Ram sighed a huge,
juddering sigh. And then breathed a little easier.


“Orb Arena staging chamber, right ahead,” the Captain
reported as the corridor ended in a translucent swirling, smoky gray wall. “Set
up, people. You know your routines. And make sure, for the love of Jesus
Christ, that you stay away from the smokescreen.”


While the Marines held Ram back momentarily, the crew
trundled their equipment to their areas around the open space and unpacked with
practiced efficiency. Machines started up, blinking and whirring into life.
After a couple of minutes, Cassidy nodded that Ram was clear to enter.


Just like on the footage he had watched, just like in the
Avar he had walked through a dozen times, the end of the corridor came out into
a hundred-meter cube space that had, decades before, been labeled the staging
chamber. It was the same dimensions as the huge shuttle bay. Walls, floor, ceiling
made of the ubiquitous black metallic-ceramic but the wall opposite the corridor
opening was different.


That fifty-meter square section over the one wall of the
staging chamber. The semi-transparent film of plasma that was impenetrable
apart from when the Orb turned off the plasma flow. That flow would be stopped
only twice. Once to let the champion into the arena and then to allow the
champion to leave at the end. If the champion was unable to leave, the Orb
allowed the support crew to go and collect the remains before being asked to
leave again almost immediately. Some crew said it was a force field but most
called it the smokescreen because of the way the surface of it swirled as if it
was filled with smoke.


Beyond that square was the Orb Arena itself.


One of the biotechnicians screamed and jumped in amongst
a clatter of empty aluminum equipment cases. While his team cursed his idiocy
and incompetence and helped him to his feet, he took off his still-smoking
helmet and inspected the way that the camera and flashlights on the front had
been sheared off by the line of plasma. 


“Close shave,” someone said.


Dr. Fo, for once, did not look amused. “If anyone else
stumbles into that wall of deadly plasma beams, please ensure you kill yourself
in the process or else I will do it for you.”


“Ram,” Milena said. “Please remember to stay away from
the smokescreen. This side and the other.”


“I’m out of my mind with all these hormones,” Ram said.
“But I’m not a fucking idiot.”


Ram's throat was constricted and his voice sounded weird.
His sense of self was diminishing from the growing anxiety. He focused again on
his breathing and tried to bring his awareness back to the ever-changing moment
to moment consciousness rather than his impending painful death.


“There’s only a few minutes to go,” Milena said. All he
could do was nod his acknowledgment. He marched back and forth near to the
smokescreen, shaking his arms and trying to keep himself under control, every
breath a conscious effort. His hands and face tingled.


While the technicians busied themselves setting up their
equipment and everyone else gave Ram space, Bediako stepped up to him.


“You know that I was not selected as the Subject Alpha on
the third mission, yes? Did I ever tell you about coming here, to this room,
thirty years ago?”


“No.” Ram did not stop marching up and down past where
Bediako stood, listening while the instructor spoke.


“They packed Subject Alpha’s body and brain with so much
tech that he was basically a cyborg. Augmented to fuck, he used to say. That
guy, an American named Duncan, he had metal fused to his bones, he had lenses
grafted to his eyeballs. And we all kind of knew that he might not be
allowed through the smokescreen. We'd seen what happened on Mission Two with
the weapons and body armor. And yet there was the expectation that he would go
through, be the one to face the monster in its lair. But it was always strange,
how old Duncan had been selected as the Alpha but his performance was only
better than anyone else's because he had all the augments. Without that, he
would have been down the list, maybe not even in the top ten or the top twenty.
So I stood here, right here in this chamber, ranked as the Subject Zeta, while
the others waited their turn in front of me and others behind me. None of us
knew for sure which of us the Orb would let through that smokescreen right
there. We had been training for years and we knew we had to win if our chance
came. And we all believed that there was a good chance that, if we fought, we would
die. At least, I did. We never spoke of it, would not have admitted it. Then the
Orb turned the Alpha down and he had to walk away. Old Duncan was crushed. All
of them before me, Alpha, Beta and so on. One after the other, they all felt
like they’d failed, that they had let everyone down, even though they never had
a free choice about how many augmentations they were given. Fighting in this
way is an idealistic activity, it attracts people who are obsessed with
themselves, with bettering themselves. That is the nature of fighting. In a lot
of ways, I let my spirit be defeated by my sense of self. I was young, then.
Even though I was fighting for humanity, my selection and my failure, it was
all about me. I was ignorant to the fact that I was no more than a tool, a
weapon for all of humanity. We all were. But you know, now, standing here again
and thinking about it, do you know what I feel most of all?”


“No.”


“Anger. I feel a deep rage, right down in my guts. Rage at
this Orb for doing this to us, for having the arrogance for forcing us to fight
in this way for our existence. But most of all I'm feeling a murderous rage at
that fucking alien out there right now. That hideous freak out there right now,
that is our enemy, humanity’s enemy. Sure, the Orb is facilitating our conflict
but the Wheelers want to take over our planet, our home. They want Earth. They
want to colonize us. Us, humanity. How dare they, Ram? Can you feel the
disgust? Can you feel the outrage? The anger? The rage?”


“Yes,” Ram growled, his body shaking, vibrating. “Fuck,
yes. I need to kill. Get away from me.”


Milena walked up and Bediako stepped back to the safety
of the medical officers.


“Can’t control myself much longer,” Ram said to her,
hearing his heartbeat racing in the shaking of his voice. “Dial me down or I’ll
wreck these people.”


“Focus on your breathing. Look at me, Ram. You know me.
You truly know me and I know you. You know I trust in reason and honesty. Now,
listen. It is my honest belief that you will win this fight. It's not wishful
thinking. It's not my feelings clouding my judgment. It's the facts and my
knowledge of who you are. I’m not dialing you down because I know that you can
control yourself perfectly for a few more minutes. And then you will unleash
everything against your enemy.”


Ram stopped in front of her and closed his eyes. Colors
swirled behind his eyelids. He looked down at Milena’s beautiful, strong face.


“You helped make me the best version of myself. This
moment, I'm the strongest, fastest, toughest human who ever lived. Because of
biologists, engineers, administrators but also because of me. And because of
you. I'm going to kill that thing out there. But if I die, know I'm happy I got
here. And I don't care if no one else ever knows I existed. I know who I was.
And you know. And—”


The Orb chimed three times. The clear pings ringing out
and stopping everyone in their tracks while they sounded.


“That's your cue,” Milena said.


Ram leaned down and kissed her soft lips. My last kiss,
he thought. 


He stepped toward the center of the smokescreen wall and
the technicians, the Marines, the doctors stopped what they were doing. And
they applauded. They nodded at him as he walked by, clapping their hands all
the way. 


“You can do it, Rama.”


“Thank you, Ram, thank you.”


“We believe in you, Rama.”


“Kill that thing.”


“Rip it to pieces, man, come on.”


“Go, Rama Seti, you go.”


Ram's throat constricted with emotion to such an extent
that he did not trust himself to speak without bursting into tears. He was not
afraid. He was wound tighter than a coiled spring, his limbs quivered and
everything in him was urging him to fight, to move, to shout and he knew he had
to keep control of himself until he got through the fizzing smokescreen before
him. He could not risk touching the thing nor could he risk hurting any of the
crew around him. 


The Orb chimed twice. The clapping died away and the
technicians and everyone got back to work on their own tasks. Resuscitation
machines and sensors, weapons platforms and communications. Recording equipment
stood on tripods either side of him. Ram forgot them all and stood looking out
through the swirling barrier at the vast space beyond.


“I'm with you, Ram,” Milena said, her voice sounding in
his head. “All the way.”


He turned to take one last look at her but before he did
so, the single chime sounded.


The swirling, deadly barrier parted, revealing the vast
space beyond.


He took a deep, shuddering breath.


And stepped into the Orb Arena. 


 


 
















 


33. WARRIOR


 


The flawlessly smooth, shining black floor of the arena
was a perfect circle with a 400-meter diameter. A huge space, as big as a
sports stadium emptied of the seats. Above, the geometrically precise
half-circle dome of the roof was a dark point two-hundred meters above the
center of the arena. The walls all around curved steadily up toward the top.
Light enough to see by came from a clear white glow that was thought to emanate
through the black surfaces or perhaps even from the air itself. It was bright
enough to see clear across the plane of the floor to the other side of the
arena.


It stank. The air inside was just as he had been trained
to expect and his head filled with the heady, high oxygen content, the vile
stench of the sulfur dioxide. Expecting it didn’t make the stench any less
appalling.


And there it was.


The Wheelhunter. Even from such a distance, it was a
strange sight. That glinting sickly yellow, the smooth motion of the legs and
hub contrasting with the jerking of the flailing arms with their wicked claws.
It came on, lumbering toward the center.


Ram went to meet it.


He had run through the moment in Avar so many times that
it was a familiar moment, like a recurring dream coming true. Almost a profound
sense of deja vu. Layers of reality overlaid themselves. It was difficult to
remember that if he died this time he would not respawn again and again until
his Avar session was over for the day. Every move that he made would be the
move that was set into reality, into the real history of the universe. There
were no saves, no reloading.


The thing came on at a steady pace and he did his best to
shake himself out of his dissociative state. This was happening, whether it
felt real or not. The Wheelhunters advanced at a pace of around 1.6 meters per
second which would bring it to the center of the arena in two minutes. 


He would have to avoid the blade-like claws on the arms
for long enough to get close to the thing. There was nothing he could do to cut
the creature in return so he would have to use brute force to break the Wheelhunter's
limbs and then beat it to death. He would have to work out the detail in real
time as the combat played out. 


In the previous mission, Bediako had been ordered to
prolong the combat by evading the Wheelhunter, testing its speed and agility.
By retreating and hoping to draw it away, all he'd done was allow it to get too
close and then found himself on the back foot as the encounter proper started. 


Ram had options. He could charge the Wheelhunter first,
attack it like it had never been attacked before. The surprise might work in
his favor. It was the tactic that Bediako favored more than any other but that
was only because the success of such a move would vindicate his own past
failures. Still, it was the one approach no one had tried and so it was what
Ram intended. 


His other option was to back away immediately. To not go
to the center and to keep away from the alien for as long as possible. Perhaps
it would tire, perhaps it would be confused or unnerved. But it seemed like a
long shot and the only attraction really was that it might prolong the moments
until the combat was joined. 


It rolled closer and Ram had his first indication that
something was wrong. Something was different. 


Ram stopped walking forward. He had about a hundred
meters to go to the center of the arena.


“Milena, can you see this?”


“What should I be seeing?”


“It's bigger, I think. Yeah, I'm sure of it.”


“Hold on, we're checking the cameras.” She went quiet for
a long moment as the Wheelhunter came closer. “You're right. It seems to be
around ten to twenty percent taller than the Mission Three entity.”


Ram swallowed. “That's just great.”


He started backing away from the Wheelhunter, giving himself
more time. His opponent did not appear to change its own speed or react in any
other way. It just kept rolling on.


Milena’s voice remained steady. “It doesn't matter, Ram.
We discussed this as a possibility. The strategic options remain the same.”


“You're right, I was screwed anyway so what's the
difference.”


“Ram, you must stay positive-”


“No, I know. It's fine. Really. I'm relieved, if
anything.”


She paused. “You are relieved because now no one can
expect you to win. But you're just setting yourself up for failure. Stop
retreating. You must go forward.”


Ram kept backing away from the alien. “I'm not setting
myself up to fail. Honestly, I'm not. This fight was always all or nothing
anyway, right? One of the lies you guys told me when I first woke up was that
you wanted me because I was an all or nothing gamer. I thought I would win for
a while. I think I’m better than anyone ever has been. But I've been holding on
to the hope of survival all this time. Now I know there's no chance of that and
so there’s no reason to hold back anything at all.”


Milena said nothing for a moment. “I want you to survive
this. But you can only do that if you win.”


The Wheelhunter came on as Ram backed away continuously
but it was catching up, slowly. 


“I intend to win.”


“You can't do that if you keep running away until it
chases you down. Don’t avoid this, Ram. It will close soon, it will accelerate
faster than you can react to. You’ve seen it a thousand times. You know what
your best hope is. Fight on your own terms. Remember the training.”


Ram watched the yellow monster growing larger and larger.
The air stank, he expected that. But he thought he caught a whiff of the smell
of the alien. A musky, strange, chemical stink wafted through the arena by the
cartwheeling motion of the massive footpads.


“Bediako was told to run away around the circumference
and that took him away from the smokescreen.”


“You intend to push it into the forcefield and kill it
that way. How many times did we try it in Avar? It is too fast, too heavy. If
you can get hold of it, you will be unable to move it and you are almost
certain to be thrown into the screen instead.”


“Have you got any better ideas? How else can I hurt it?
Anyway, I'm not going to push it in. The Orb's rules are that I have to kill it
by my actions and it doesn't matter if I die in the process, right? So I'm
going to drag it in with me.”


He looked over his shoulder and saw the murky square of
the smokescreen about thirty meters behind him. He kept edging back without
taking his eyes off the Wheelhunter. It would surge forward at any moment.


“The rules are not clear, there could be other
interpretations. We may be losing nuance in the translation.”


“It's within fifty meters now so this is it. I'll draw it
close as I can. Oh, man, it’s huge. It must be close to four meters tall. Oh,
man.”


The creature’s feet slapped into the floor, over and
over, the arms twirling. He recalled how many times his head had been crushed by
those feet in Avar training.


“Ram, quickly, attack now before it rushes you.”


“No. I can’t do that, I need to use its momentum against
it, I need it to be rolling fast.”


“It's at thirty meters, this is it.”


“Goodbye, Milena.”


The alien stopped. 


 


 
















 


34. CHAMPION


 


It stayed motionless. Two huge oval footpads on the
floor, one behind the other. The base of the leading footpad pointed right at
Ram, with another unseen balancing behind and the final two pointed up in the
air, fore and aft. The two arms stuck out from the hub to either side.


“What's it doing?” Milena said. 


Ram was about to joke that perhaps it was afraid of him.
But he was too unsettled to speak. His heartbeat thudded in his ears.


Milena spoke softly. “We've never seen one motionless before.”


Ram looked closer and could make out the arms and hands
moving slightly, up and down. The hub itself was expanding and contracting. 


“It's breathing,” Ram said, his voice close to a whisper,
afraid to do anything to change the situation.


“We think it's your proximity to the smokescreen,” Milena
said, after a pause. “That's the only possible variable. It knows what you plan
to do.”


“At least we know it’s wary of the plasma, that means it
can be hurt by it.”


“Only if it went near it. Clearly, it is wise enough to
stay away.”


Ram swallowed, his mouth dry as cotton wool. 


“What would happen if neither of us moved? Is there a
time limit?”


Milena all-but sighed. “You know we don’t know that.
Perhaps the Wheeler would tire, weaken. Perhaps not. But we know that you
would. You cannot maintain this heightened metabolic rate for much longer
without losing combat efficiency. All you can do now is attack.”


Rama knew she was right. The thing was monstrous in the
flesh, the wafts of sulfurous stench growing stronger.


“I can bait it into rushing me, double back,” Ram said
and yet he found it impossible to move, almost paralyzed with fear. He was safe
in that moment and taking any action would lead to agony, failure and death.


Milena’s soft breath in his ear. “You should take the
initiative before you lose it.”


“I know.”


He had to move. He had to.


His body shaking with the adrenaline flooding his system,
Ram took an experimental, slow step sideways, to his left.


The Wheelhunter remained motionless. As if it were rooted
to the spot by the two flat footpads against the black floor.


He took another step leftwards and froze when the Wheeler
shifted its balance toward him.


Each of the six legs had three ball and socket joints.
One joint at the hub, another at the ankle so the foot could pivot at any angle
and the final joint in the middle.


As Ram took his next step, the ankle joints on the Wheeler’s
two grounded feet bent sideways. As if preparing to tilt over in a turn should
Ram run away beside the wall, as Bediako had done in Mission Three. 


Instead, Ram turned back to the right and took a quick
two steps in that direction. The Wheelhunter leaned the other way and even
rolled forward by a few degrees, ready to chase him. 


“Alright, then,” Ram said. “This is it.”


Ram tried to remember what he had prepared for his last
words. He knew it would be recorded for posterity and it had to be something
profound but he was numb with terror and the strain had made him mindless.


“Fuck it,” he muttered.


He ran to his right for five steps, turned completely
around and ran back to the left, not approaching the wall nor closing the
distance to the alien, hoping that it would be enough to draw it in. 


It worked.


The slap-slap-slap of the footpads drummed on the floor
as the Wheeler accelerated toward him, closing on Ram, the sound growing louder
behind him.


He ran on to the left as fast as he could for a few
steps, knowing that he could never outrun the speed of his pursuer, expecting
the blow to crash into his skull at any moment.


The drumming of its feet filled his ears.


Ram changed direction for the final time, crouching to
take the momentum out of his pace, twisting completely about and running
straight for the Wheeler.


It was right there. Almost upon him.


But the changes in direction had had the desired effect.
The Wheeler was off balance as it swung a vast hand at Ram's head, leaning and
twisting itself out of shape trying to match Ram’s movement.


He ducked and weaved away from the blow and, changing
direction again, jinked beside the enormous monster looming above. A massive
yellow footpad stomped down where he’d been just a millisecond before but Ram
was already up and moving, coming up on the other side of the Wheeler's hub.
The thing pivoted and the other arm with its powerful, clawed fingers flashed
up toward him with mad power.


Every instinct screamed at him to run, to duck and to
curl into a tight ball on the ground. 


Instead, Ram leaped forward and crashed into the Wheeler's
central hub.


The claws raked his face, head and shoulder. Agony seared
through him as the claws sliced deep enough to cut open his scalp and grind
against the hardened bone of his skull. Blood gushed out and down his face
before the coagulants in it stemmed the flow. 


As he grappled the Wheeler's hub a great anger flooded up
and into him, the deep, primal revulsion at it overwhelming his reason. 


The hub was so wide he could barely grasp it but he
wrapped his arms around it and pushed as hard as he could. The ball and socket
joint of the alien’s arm on that side was over his shoulder, giving him a point
to heave upward.


His face pressed jammed against the yellow, knobbled,
lizard-skin that covered the whole creature and it reeked like nothing he'd
ever smelled before. Like a rotten food, fungus stench mixed with stomach bile
and raw sewage. 


The claw on his side raked Ram's back from his neck to
his kidneys with shallow but long and savage cuts, slashing and tearing away at
him. The sickly-sweet metallic stink of his own blood filled his head.


There was no time to think, only to feel. And the feeling
was hate. An all-consuming hatred for the wrongness of it, for the
unearthliness of it. His disgust gave him strength.


Ram pushed against the hub, his shoes sliding on the
black floor underfoot, pushed it sideways with everything he had.


It began to fall, tilting over to what seemed like the
point of no return and Ram felt a momentary thrill of victory.


The Wheeler pivoted, fast and threw out its clawed hand
on the far side to hold itself up.


Ram kept pushing but it would not fall further. It
writhed beneath him, twisting to free itself from his grasp. Ram punched the
hub hard, with an uppercut down low.


It was like punching a slab of greenwood. The blow
crunched Ram’s knuckles. He hit it again, breaking the bones in his hand but
the hub’s skin did give a little, quivering with the force of the blow and the
alien ceased writhing for a fraction of a second, as if it was stunned. Ram hit
it again, mangling his hand and the pain made him cry out, half a whimper and
half a roar of fury.


It tilted further. But no more. 


The Wheeler had greater leverage than he did, could
transfer more of its strength into the struggle. Ram’s feet were small in
comparison but the alien had one huge footpad providing unrivaled friction to
the floor, plus the tripod-hand worked like a bike’s kickstand, stopping it
tipping. And its strength was enormous. It twisted, pivoting on its many
joints, still raking his back over and over while Ram cried and heaved, his
tendons stretching and muscles tearing from the effort.


Ram's red blood spattered everywhere, smearing the Wheeler's
body, spraying the air with a red mist.


He couldn't do it. He wouldn’t push it over. He wasn't
strong enough. The realization almost defeated him as the Wheeler forced itself
back to upright, bending and using the mass of the other legs to force Ram
back. So much so he was afraid his back would be broken by the weight of it. 


So he pulled.


He wrapped one arm over the Wheeler's shoulder joint, the
joint of the alien’s arm where it came out of the hub. And he pulled, heaving
backward, pulling the gigantic mass of the Wheeler down on top of himself.


They crashed to the floor, the legs thrashing to free
itself from his grip. 


Milena was shouting warnings in his head but he was
beyond understanding language, he had become an animal, fighting for its life. 


The arm that had shredded his back was now caught under
his body. The claws stabbed into his body and carved up his kidney and guts on
one side. The agony of it shot through him. But he wrapped his legs around the
hub as best he could and he held on. He held the arm to him and he punched it
in the shoulder joint. The Wheeler shuddered and Ram knew, he knew, that
he had hurt it. 


A thrill of joy surged through him, even as the massive
creature squirmed, crushed and stabbed him. Ram punched it again feeling the
soft tissue under the skin give a little. He hit it again and again while the
alien writhed and twisted but Ram held on. He jabbed a series of blows at the
arm then pushed it, levering the long, thin bone of the upper arm using his own
shoulder as the pivot point. 


Ram felt and heard the shoulder socket pop. 


The alien moaned.


A horrific, muffled shriek from inside the hub like a
gagged banshee and Ram laughed as he punched and twisted the arm again, trying
to tear it off.


The skin was too strong. Though the arm was dislocated inside
and had suffered internal soft tissue damage, the yellow lizard skin exterior
was too tough to tear through.


It bucked and rolled and it was all Ram could do to hold
on. The alien reached through its legs with the other arm and grabbed ahold of
Ram's knee where he had wrapped his limbs around the hub.


Though Ram yanked his leg away, the alien stuck its claws
in deep and pulled, ripping his calf muscle to pieces. Ram screamed as the
agony tore through him and he punched the hub repeatedly in a blind rage. The pain
and the fury filled him and he stamped up at the arm, kicking it away. The remnants
of his calf hanging in tatters from his knee.


The weight of the Wheeler, writhing on top of him,
compressed his chest so much that it was hard to breathe, impossible to take a
full breath. As the creature struggled to right itself, kicking all its legs, a
cascade of Ram's ribs popped. The sharp agony shot through his chest like a
hundred knives carving into his lungs.


The Wheeler rolled itself half off him, the enormous
footpads swaying and hammering to drag itself away.


Ram held on to the dislocated arm, terrified of losing
his only possible advantage. He couldn’t let it get upright again, get mobile. 


The alien’s arm was not attached internally to the hub
and had little strength but it was not completely disabled. The thirty-centimeter-long
fingers scraped their savage claws down Ram's face, puncturing his cheek and
slicing between his molars. The alien pulled and Ram's cheek came away in a
tearing shred and a shower of teeth that splatted onto the floor.


Ram screamed. He turned his head over to clear his airway
of teeth and he coughed the blood out of his throat.


The Wheeler crawled away, righting itself but Ram
staggered over to it, threw himself against the hub and stamped on its ankle
with his one working leg. The thing shrieked again, shaking and Ram pushed it
over. 


Ram felt himself weakening. His heart was racing so hard
it was like an assault rifle on full auto, his face was torn and between his
crushed chest and facial wound pumping blood down his throat, he struggled to breathe.


The Wheeler was disoriented and injured also but Ram
knew, with complete certainty that broken bones and dislocated joints wouldn't
kill the beast before Ram died from his own injuries.


He had only a few moments left, he needed a new plan, a
better course of action, something, someone to help him.


Milena was yelling in his ear. 


“Get away from the screen, Ram,” she was shouting, barely
discernable over his racing heart and tattered breath. “Watch out for the smokescreen.”


Ram glanced behind. Their grappling had brought them to
the edge of the arena, the wall looming up over him. The deadly smokescreen was
within arm’s reach. The murky gray plasma swirled right there behind him, the
shapes of the boarding crew beyond.


The Wheeler kicked with a powerful foot, knocking Ram
into the screen. Ram knew whatever part of his body touched it, he was going to
lose. And yet the unstoppable power of animal instinct took over deep within
his brain, far beyond the control of his conscious mind and his hand shot out
to brace himself against the wall. 


He yanked it back as he fell onto his face, landing just
centimeters from the screen. 


Too slow.


His reaction came after it had already happened. He
snatched his right hand back only to find he'd lost all four fingers. The
stumps were just above the knuckles, the glistening red wounds sheared off with
molecular precision. As he watched, blood welled in a dozen tiny points then
poured out over his skin.


The Wheeler kicked him again and Ram rolled sideways,
straight into the claws that reached for his face. He grabbed for them with his
ruined hand, his missing fingers meaning all he did was thump into the alien’s
tough skin and the razor sharp claws lacerated his face, tearing through the
remnants of his already shredded flesh.


One claw slipped into Ram's eyeball, catching on the
lower rim of the socket and whipping out the eye itself. Ram screamed, blood
pouring from his missing face and into his throat.


He threw himself against the hub, half blind and mad with
pain, punching and striking with both hands. Expending everything he possibly
could, all he had left. The Wheeler shook and flailed. He was hurting it but
not enough. Ram was fading fast, his strength leeching out along with his
blood.


There was just no way to hurt it. 


He needed a blade, a spear to get through the armored
skin. But he had nothing. One hand was useless, punching with his missing
fingers weakened the structure of his fist and was effectively pointless.


He wrapped his arms around the hub and heaved it backward,
twisting, trying to throw or roll the thing into the screen but he couldn't
shift it.


His strength faded with the effort. All the alien had to
do was to survive a few moments longer and Ram would die.


The Wheeler had braced itself with a foot right
underneath him and, blinking away the blood and tears from his remaining eye,
Ram saw the limb stretched under him. Ram stamped down and felt it crunch and
snap with a resounding pop.


Ram wished he could use the alien's shattered bone as a
blade to spear through the thick yellow hide.


But there's no way to get the alien’s bone out of its
body.


The hub was heaving, struggling for breath, it seemed but
it bucked and threw Ram off again. The smokescreen was behind him, there was
nothing he could do to stop his momentum and the sheet of swirling plasma burned
through his hand up to the wrist.


Ram screaming through the tatters of his face as the pain
and horror shot through him. He pulled back his right arm, glistening pink
bones at his wrist, sheared off completely flat at the ends, like some sort of
biological tool.


And there it was. Right there in front of his face. The
way to make a spear. 


While the Wheeler thrashed itself upright behind him, Ram
laid his arm at an oblique angle against the searing agony and rotated it,
rolled it around to burn his wrist bones into sharp points. He had to peer
through his tears in his eye. The horror of it twisted his guts, the wrongness
of burning his own limb away, of searing through the skin, the muscle and the
two bones of his forearm. He was screaming, shaking as he pulled it back and
inspected the damage.


Two perfect chisel points.


As he turned to drive it into the Wheeler’s body, which was
hanging back from the smokescreen, it lashed out and slashed its claws across
his abdomen, low down, ripping three gashes through his body from hip to hip,
from his genitals to his ribs.


It was a killing blow. But Ram didn't stop as his guts
tumbled out under his feet in slimy, shit stinking ribbons. He knew he was dead
as he charged raggedly forward, treading on his guts, dragging more of them out
of the gaping wound with each step as he closed on the Wheeler. Its next swipe,
Ram caught under his left arm. Still, the power of it crushed more ribs and
knocked Ram to the side, forcing more of his entrails out of the gaping holes
across his belly. 


But Ram held on. He had only seconds of life left.


Roaring through the hole of his face, he fell against the
Wheeler and drove his arm into the creature with every gram of strength he had.


His chisel-bladed arm punched through the skin and his
arm thrust deep inside the hub. The thing screamed and shook, rolling away. Ram
held on to the hub’s shoulder joint with his other arm, drew out his bone-spear
in a spray of dark red, stinking, gelatinous blood and slammed it back in
again, tearing through more of the tough yellow hide. Inside the hub was a mass
of tissue. Gristle and soft, pulpy organs that he stabbed through, over and
over again. The Wheeler rolled and bucked, cartwheeling around. He held on but Ram
had no idea which way was up or how long the fight had gone on for nor how long
he had left to live.


All he knew was he had to finish it.


He reached his left arm inside the hub and grabbed hold
of a slippery string of sinew and pulled, snapping it.  The Wheeler screamed
and bubbled, belching out horrifically foul gasses. He stabbed his sharpened
wrist into the inside, mincing whatever tissue he could and he dragged out
fistfuls of foul yellow mush with his hand and yanked out red chunks of
quivering alien matter and he knew that he was drowning in his own blood.


He couldn't get a breath through his windpipe. His
vision, already half gone, darkened from the edges. He went on fighting,
punching and thrashing at the Wheeler which shook under him, quivering and
writhing.


Milena was shouting in his head but he didn't know what
she was saying. He didn't know anything anymore. He had been destroyed. His
body was ruined. His face was gone. He couldn’t move a muscle.


Far above him, the half circle dome ceiling of the Orb arena
curved up into a shining darkness, like the endless blackness of interstellar
space.


 


 
















 


35. SPOILS OF WAR


 


The void. Lost in dreams and voices in the midnight dark,
packets of data swirling in the ether. Time passed. 


And Rama Seti woke.


“Ram? Can you hear me? Ram?” A woman's voice. He
recognized it, perhaps. A voice from far away. “Come on, Ram, wake up, hurry.”


Another voice spoke, close by the first. “He should be
conscious right now. Look at my display, it says he is awake.”


“Then why is he not responding, doctor?” the woman said.
A rich, confident voice.


“Milena?” Ram asked. “Milena, is that you?”


“He moaned, did you hear that?” Milena said, a smile in
her voice.


“I think you are imagining things.” It was Dr. Fo, he
knew it now. “Still, no harm in moving things along. Here, let us give him a
little jolt of the old wake-up juice.” 


White light seared into Ram and he cried out. 


“No!” he screamed, trying to leap up. 


Figures moved in the whiteout. He was on his back, on a
bed. Lights above at the edges of the room made his eyes ache.


He could not move.


“Ram,” Milena said. Her hands, the cool touch of her
palms, pressed against his face. 


“What happened? Where am I?”


“You are disoriented,” a voice said in his ear. It spoke
English but the accent wasn't Indian. “Do not be alarmed. You are perfectly
safe.”


His bed hummed and it sat him up. He couldn't open his
eyes properly but they put a straw in his mouth and he drank down a beautiful
draught of lukewarm water. 


“Everything is alright,” Milena whispered. “You’re safe
now.”


“So bright,” he muttered. “Can’t see.”


Dr. Fo spoke to someone unseen. “Can you dim the lights,
please?”


“Your eyes are new to you, Ram,” Milena said. “Your brain
needs time to adjust.”


Ram blinked away some of the glare. He was in the clinic.
The white tile walls too bright to look at but he could see the people around
him. Milena, Dr. Fo and his familiar team, beavering away.


“What happened?”


Dr. Fo’s face loomed over him. “What do you remember?”


“I don't know. The Orb. The arena. Oh, god. Dying. Oh,
god.”


Milena's voice smiled. “You won.”


Ram didn’t think that sounded right. “I can’t have done.
I remember how it felt.”


Milena spoke gently. “Your life signs continued and the Wheelhunter’s
did not. The Orb stated that you won and here you are.”


“How do you feel now?” Dr. Fo asked. 


“Not sure. How do I look? How should I feel?”


“It may take time to adjust to your new body but it is
largely the same in outward appearance as your last one.”


“Another one?” Ram said. “You used that poor Artificial
Person just to bring me back?”


Dr. Fo cleared his throat and adjusted his collar. “That Artificial
Person gave its woeful existence so that you could be reconstructed. That was
its entire purpose. Do not mourn that animated collection of tissue. We
salvaged as much from the shreds of your brain and spinal cord as we could. It
was a challenge, what with so much of your nervous systems essentially pulped by
the alien but we scraped out rather a lot of good material from your remains to
integrate into your new body. And then we plugged the gaps with pieces of
downloaded memories. You may feel a touch of dislocation for a while.”


Ram felt like his head was submerged under a ton of
water. “How long have you been working on me? How long has it been since the
Orb? Where are we?”


“It has been ten months since you killed the Wheelhunter,”
Milena said. “The doctor was taking his time, being sure to do it thoroughly.
But our timetable has recently accelerated somewhat.”


“I've been in stasis?”


Dr. Fo answered. “A chemically induced coma, you might
say. You were in rather a bad way so it might be better to say that you were
simply mechanically unable to achieve consciousness for much of the time. I’ve
lost count of how many surgeries we have performed to transform your tattered
remains into this fine specimen. Dozens of procedures, certainly.”


Ram assumed they were keeping his hormones at
semi-sedation levels because he felt emotionally numb at the revelation. “You
brought me back from death. Why?”


“Why?” Milena said, grinning. “What do you mean why? Rama
Seti, you mad bastard, how can you ask us such a thing? You are the greatest
hero of the age. How could we possibly allow you to die?”


Ram stared at her for a moment. “I'm the what?”


“Can you stand? Come on, you should be able to with the
amount of augmentation in you.”


Ram climbed to his feet with ease and his head spun only
a little. “I feel different,” he said, looking down at his hands and body. On
the outside at least it seemed to be the same as the last one, perhaps a little
less bulky. “What augmentation is in me?”


Dr. Fo clapped his hands in joy. “As much as we could
print off and cram into you.”


“What about the Zeta Line?” Ram asked.


Milena walked to the door of the clinic, speaking over
her shoulder. “Re-fusing your nervous system lost you a few milliseconds
reaction time so you cannot compete on the Orb again.” She stood by the door,
waiting for Ram to join her. “But we more than made up the losses, as the
doctor says, with a fully integrated suite of military-grade augmentations.
Biological, cybernetic and neurochemical, you name it.”


“What the hell for?” Ram said, walking unsteadily toward
her.


“We’ll get to that but right now we are on a tight
schedule,” she said, her smile dropping momentarily. She thumbed open the door,
revealing the familiar white corridors of the Victory beyond. “Thank
you, Doctor Fo,” she called as she left.


Ram ducked after her. “Where are we going?”


“I want you to see this on a nice big screen.”


She led him to the Intel room in the medical ring. Ram
had been in it before when they'd run him through the Disclosure process. The
room was kitted out the same as before but this time, no Intel Officer waited for
them. Just the big screen on the wall and an empty desk chair where he had
been.


“So I guess Diego is still confined to his quarters?”


Milena settled in the comfortable seat. “Actually, no. In
fact, he has been given the opportunity to repay the damage he helped to cause.
But forget him for a moment. This is the time to celebrate you, Ram.”


“Celebrate me?”


The screen snapped into life and displayed a flamboyantly-coiffed
Avar news reader in an old fashioned style studio handing over to a reporter who
was recording a segment from within an Avar projection.


“Thank you, Andro,” the reporter said, before launching
into the rapid-speak required to cram audio information into as tight a time
frame as possible. “Yes, I'm right here in the latest must-visit Avar
destination which has recorded over half a billion unique visits in the last
forty-eight hours. The new Rama Seti commemorative square in New Delhi which
has opened fully two months before the first annual celebration of his great
victory in the Grand Arena of the Solar System Orb. As you can see behind me,
the statue of Rama in his famous pose at the end of the already-legendary battle
is one hundred meters tall. Cast from a hundred tons of copper, assembled on
site and coated with a hundred kilograms of gold, the unconventional pose of
the statue has been hailed as a marvel of Indian engineering. Although, of
course, as well as praise, it has also attracted controversy. The building site
was attacked by pro-human terrorists objecting to the UNOP’s use of Artificial
Persons in its program which last year successfully staved off the potential of
an invasion of the Solar System by a race of hitherto unknown wheel-shaped
alien lifeforms. As well as IRL assaults, Avar users have also come under attack,
with viruses, horror suites and doxing being the primary tools Avar terrorists
and conspiracy theorists have used in efforts to keep people away. A huge
security effort has been put in place on site as well as throughout the Avar network
to reduce the threats but, either way and, as you can see behind me, the danger
has not put off this unprecedented torrent of visitors from paying their
respects to the man that many are now calling humanity's greatest champion,
Indian Avar gamer and IRL superhero, Rama Seti. Back to you, Andro.”


Milena paused the replay. 


Ram sat staring at the screen and the image of a statue
of himself with his face half torn off, his jagged wrist held aloft and ready
to be plunged downward into where the Wheeler’s hub would have been. A statue
of Rama Seti, in Delhi.


“Is this real?” He looked at her carefully. “Is any of
this real?”


“There's ten months’ worth of it, from all over the
world. Articles, books, Avar, you name it.”


“How is it possible? How did they find out?”


“We sent all our data, all our records back to Earth. In
light of your victory, that is to say, humanity’s victory, the Project decided
that the time had come for Full Disclosure. So they released it. All of it.
Well, most of it. And the world went crazy. It has taken them a while to go
through stages of denial and adjustment. Currently, they seem to be ecstatic
about the whole thing. And now you are the greatest singular hero since, well,
anyone.”


Ram rubbed his hands over his face and laughed. “It’s
like a dream come true and yet I don’t feel much of anything. It still doesn’t
seem real, any of it.”


“You have a new body to get used to, all over again. This
time, I hope you have a longer opportunity to enjoy it, to feel part of yourself,
part of the world again.”


“You don’t sound too hopeful,” Ram said. “Do my chances
of death have something to do with that stuff about the pro-human and pro-Artificial
Person terrorists and conspiracy theorists waiting back on Earth?”


“It’s just the usual brand of extremists who are willing
to murder people in order to protect the sanctity of human life. But there is a
significant minority who believe the entire Project is a fake. That all the
footage is staged, acted and computer generated. There are all kinds of videos
supposedly proving that this is the case, demonstrating inconsistent shadows
and utilizing elements of our conversations taken out of context. When you have
so many thousands of hours of footage in the public domain, you can edit it to
show any version of reality, of history, that you wish and many of these
lunatics seem to be doing just that. But none of that is any of our concern,
not in the least, so put it out of your mind.”


“Okay, sure, I understand. To be honest, I just hope I
get the hero treatment rather than being targeted for assassination when we get
home.”


Milena nodded. “As I said, it is none of our concern.
Either way.”


Something in her brisk tone alerted him. “What do you
mean? How long is it exactly until we get back to Earth?”


Milena stood. “Director Zhukov is waiting for you in the
forward observation deck. He would like to tell you himself precisely what
comes next for Mission Four.”


Ram had never been allowed out of a few key areas of the
Victory, namely the ludus ring, certain medical and admin sections and
parts of the crew quarters.


But Milena led him quickly through a long secure tunnel
that ran through the ludus ring and into what she called the Forward Observation
Deck, a section of the leading ring. A central strip along the floor of the
room was a series of six rectangular windows joined side by side. Standing on
the center of one of the middle windows was Zhukov, wearing his incongruous gray
business suit, looking down past his toes and out into the blackness of space.


“Director,” Milena called out. “Ram is here.”


Zhukov waved him over while Milena hung back. 


“Congratulations, Rama Seti,” Zhukov said, taking great
care to dramatically emphasize his consonants. “Come here to me and look upon
what your victory has bought for us.”


Ram stood beside the Director, towering over him, and
looked down into the absolute blackness of space. 


“Is this supposed to be some sort of metaph—”


He broke off as the blinding blue and white of curve of
the planet Earth rotated into view beneath him. The ship rotated fully once
every thirty seconds and so the planet moved quickly beneath him. Swirling
cloud covered the globe and the sunlight reflected off the water. Ram was
confused. He knew there was at least another year before they would be near
Earth's orbit, probably longer. 


And something seemed wrong about the planet.


Most of the surface he saw was covered or at least
partially obscured by the cloud cover but still there was something disturbing
him until he realized what it was. 


Then he was afraid.


There was very little land. None of it was shaped like
Earth’s continents and what little land, in the shape of chains and clusters of
islands, he could see through the cloud, was all shades of black and gray rock.
No green at all. 


“I know what you are thinking,” Director Zhukov said,
peering sideways up at him.


“That isn't Earth,” Ram said, watching the planet move as
the ship’s ring rotated him away from it.


“We are calling it Arcadia. The light reflecting off the
surface of this planet and into your heavily augmented retinas is coming from a
star called 55 Cancri, which is forty-one light years from Earth. A gift, to
humanity, from the Orb Builders. A reward for your victory against the Wheelhunter
almost a year ago.”


Ram’s voice came out in little more than a hushed whisper.
“Funny, it feels more like an hour ago to me.”


“After your victory, the Orb told us it would maintain
the doorway into the 55 Cancri system for us for one cycle. That means a period
of thirty years. To keep it open longer we shall have to win the next battle on
the Orb Station Zero, assuming that the Wheelhunters wish to challenge us for
the system. The Project HQ ordered us to proceed through the wormhole and to
take possession of the system while we could, with UNOP colony ships to follow
us as quickly as they could. With continuing improvements in propulsion
technology, the first of those ships should be here in a couple of years. We
proceeded through and arrived in orbit around Arcadia sixty-two days ago. We
landed probes immediately and a few days ago sent down the first party of
marines, engineers and researchers to begin humanity's first extrasolar colony
and take our place in the galactic civilization. Ex-Director Zuma is in command
of the landing party. Her military background and semi-expendable status were
an irresistible combination for HQ, it seems.”


Ram could not tear his eyes from the blue gleam of the
planet as it passed beneath his feet once more. “The Orb Builders just gave us
a whole system? With a habitable planet?”


“An immediately habitable planet, Arcadia here, plus what
seems to be a habitable moon and two other terrestrial planets suitable for
underground or enclosed colonies, as we have on Mars and so on, not to mention
asteroids and dwarf planets so far unseen. A system so clearly attractive and
yet uninhabited until the Wheelers were granted it thirty years ago, after we
failed our Mission Three.”


“And they've had to abandon this whole system to us?
They’ve just gone because the Orb told them to?”


Zhukov was grim yet that amused him, somewhat.


“We assumed that they had gone. We initially detected no Wheeler
ships in the area although we have no idea what kind of stealth technology they
may have. But we have a problem. A Wheeler ship is heading this way. It was in
orbit around the sixth planet, on the far side of the star, when we arrived but
it is now coming for us. It will be here in only a few days.”


“It’s coming to fight. And we’re not going to run? Can we
beat it?”


“The Victory has some armament but it is not a
warship. Nevertheless, UNOP orders are to protect our landing party and
continue establishing an outpost on the surface. The good news is that we have
reinforcements heading this way, executing an extreme braking maneuver to join
us in orbit and fight the alien ship. UNOP’s flagship, the battleship Stalwart
Sentinel under Admiral Goro Howe had already crossed Saturn’s orbit when it
was rerouted to the Orb wormhole and so to the Cancri System. Its true power is
classified, even to me, but it is the most powerful vessel humanity has ever
constructed. There are hundreds of crew, it has fighter complement, UNOP
Marines, projectile and energy weapons of enormous power. If humanity has a
chance of keeping this system, we will have to fight for it.”


“I thought the Orb Station had gifted us this system as
loot. Can it step in and help us?”


“It does not work that way. The Orb grants us access with
the wormhole and, we believe, it cut off access to the system for the Wheelers.
But it has given us, in effect, the legal rights to the system. If the aliens
can fight us off, then they will do so. And fighting, they are. The Orb
Builders never intended to stop conflict with their Orb Station Network, merely
to control it, shape it. Even encourage it, but only on their terms. For us to
join the galactic empire, we will have to fight for our place, in the Arenas
and in the star systems all across the galaxy.” 


“You picked a great time to wake me up.”


“I will be frank, Rama Seti. We need you. I admit that I
was wrong about you, about what you could do with converting all your Avar
experience into real life results. You have extensive experience in squad and
tactical combat Avar gaming. Even before we arrived at Arcadia, we invested so
much of our precious and dwindling resources in bringing you back because I
knew you would be valuable. But since we arrived, I ordered the installation of
as much military grade augmentation as Dr. Fo could possibly graft into your replacement
body, some of it experimental and some of it, I am sad to say, currently untested,
uncalibrated and inactivated. Because, Rama, we discovered that the Wheelers
are still on the planet. Those filthy yellow monsters were deliberately
concealing themselves in bases underground on the same landmass that we
selected to land upon and our outpost has been attacked twice in the last four
days. We have lost a number of people already and we believe the last attacks
were only probing ones. Our satellites show the Wheelers are massing a few
kilometers away for a full-out assault. You will be attached to Captain
Cassidy’s Marines company as a special advisor.”


“You want me to advise the Marines on how best to fight
the Wheelers,” Ram said, itching for combat for himself.


“They’re not going to fight them, they’re going to
shoot them and blow them into small pieces. Your designation will be as an
advisor but I want you to kill the Wheelers, Rama Seti. We need you to join Cassidy’s
reinforcements, go down to the planet and help our outpost hold on to what you
already won.”


Ram nodded slowly. He wanted this. “When do I go?”


Director Zhukov held out a hand for Milena, passing Ram
off to her once again. “Shuttle A is fueled, stocked with Marines and waiting
for you. As soon as you get to Shuttle Bay 1 and we are over the entry window
for the LZ, you will be on your way. You may well be landing in the middle of a
war zone. Our engineers have printed you an assault rifle and body armor
suitable for your stature. The armorer reviewed your weapons proficiencies and
provided equipment to match. He even made you a gigantic replica of the sword
you used in an Avar called Shield Wall. You must hold against the
Wheelers on the ground while the Victory holds in orbit, until Admiral
Howe’s Sentinel arrives. Good luck, Rama Seti. If you manage to live
through this next mission, who knows, perhaps you will have a long career
fighting aliens for the UNOP Marine Corp. Now, Rama Seti, time to go to work.”


“Yes, sir!”
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“Resurrection,” Rama Seti said, looking at his hands. “That’s what
this is.” He glanced down at Milena. “Resurrection all over again.”


“You’re a lucky man,” she said, face tilted up at him. 


“Is that what I am?” he asked.


Ram had died during his victory over the wheeler champion in the
Orb’s arena and was now on his second, gigantic cloned body. His mind
overwritten on the brain of an artificial person bred for that purpose. An
artificial person genetically identical to his last body, as well as the one he
had been born in.


Now, he was alive and kicking and still on the UNOPS Victory,
ready to drop to the surface of the planet Arcadia and defend humanity’s only
extrasolar outpost against an alien attack. He and Milena were in a corridor of
the massive ship’s forward ring, outside the door to the forward observation
deck. He looked around the bare corridor, trying to detect if there was a
chance he was dreaming or, perhaps, in the afterlife. Not that he believed in
that sort of thing but he did recall, quite distinctly, being ripped to pieces
fighting that alien. 


And yet. Here he was. 


“Resurrected,” he muttered. “Just to get dropped from orbit
straight into a battle?”


“That’s a fair point,” Milena said. “We don’t have any more of
your clones for you out here in the 55 Cancri system, so if you get killed down
on the surface of Arcadia, it’s permanent.”


Milena seemed the same as the last time he had seen her.
Raven-dark hair pulled back behind her head, black fatigues, black boots. Dark
eyes that seemed to always see more than he did, despite her only normal human
height. Hard to believe it had been ten months since he was last conscious. Did
she still have feelings for him? Had she ever truly had any beyond affection
and a physical attraction?


“I’ll try to not get killed,” Ram said. “Not right away, anyway.”


“Come on,” she said. “We need to get to the shuttle, quickly. It’s
been ready to depart for a while and Captain Cassidy was already pissed a
couple hours ago.”


Ram grinned. “But I’m the savior of humanity. Doesn’t that buy me
some leeway?”


She sighed, looking uncomfortable. “With Director Zhukov, yes.
He’s very enamored with the idea of you fighting on the surface. Our UNOP
Marine Captain, on the other hand, is a different matter.”


“But Captain Cassidy likes me,” Ram said. “Doesn’t he?”


Milena chewed her lip for a moment, then jerked her head down the
corridor. “Let’s head aft to the shuttle bay.”


“Sure,” Ram said. “Why savor the moment when I could be rushing
toward permadeath?”


Ram towered over Milena, striding along beside her while she
hurried through the corridors of the enormous ship. The Victory had a
crew of well over a hundred but there was no one around and their voices echoed
through the hallways.  


In the primary mission, the ship had transported the crew first to
Orb Station Zero, where Ram had defeated the wheeler champion. After he had
died, the Victory had journeyed through the artificial wormhole created
by the Orb, and then traveled halfway across the 55-Cancri System to Arcadia. 


“I can’t believe they gave us a whole star system,” Ram said. 


“It’s more like a conditional lease,” Milena said. “And the term
is up in less than thirty years. We have that long to make our mark, get
humanity well established here. Secure, well-defended bases spread across the
whole system.” 


The system was a reward to humanity for Ram’s victory. Milena
explained that Arcadia appeared habitable, whatever that meant, and the system
had a gas giant further out with a moon that might also be a future home for
humans. Two other, smaller, terrestrial planets closer to the sun were suitable
for underground or enclosed colonies, and there was plenty of other real estate
in the thousands of asteroids and who knew how many dwarf planets.


“In time, hundreds of years in the future, we could have millions
of people living here. Billions, eventually.”


“Well then, what the hell are the wheelers still doing here?”


They carried on through the seemingly-empty ship, traveling from
forward to aft through the ring sections toward the shuttle bay for the descent
to the surface.


“We traveled a third of the width of this system in seven months
to rendezvous with Arcadia,” Milena explained, “which we did sixty-two days
ago. We had probes shooting throughout the system before that, sending back
data while we approached so we knew it would be the best place to set up the
outpost. When we got here, we dropped landers, UAVs, GPATs, exploring the
surface. A landing site was selected, we spent weeks dropping supplies and
structural sections for the outpost. Cutting off pieces from the Victory
to do it. Engineers went down and welded sections together to make the
structure, then we took lab equipment and the scientists. While this was
happening, we detected the enemy ship swinging in from the other side of the
system. A very big ship, designated the Wildfire. Coming this way. Everyone
worked their asses off to get the outpost built but it still took weeks, okay?”


“Okay.”


“And no sight nor sound of the aliens on the ground for the entire
time.”


“Until they attacked you.”


“The wheelers were there the whole time. Our outpost on the surface
has been attacked by the wheelhunters living on the surface twice in the last
four days,” Milena said to Rama Seti as they hurried to the UNOPS Victory
shuttle bay. “We lost people in those attacks. Marines and civilians and we
believe the last attacks were merely probing ones. Certainly, they withdrew
when they might instead have pressed further. But why did they attack when we
had the structure built and not before? When we had only a few people on the
surface living in tents? Or why not wait until their comrades in the Wildfire
attack us?”


They paused at a closed security door and waited while Milena
unlocked it. 


“I give up,” Ram said. “Tell me.”


Milena heaved the door open. “We have no idea. And now, our
satellites show the wheelers massing in the hills a few kilometers to the east,
quite possibly for a full-out assault. By the time we get there, the outpost
may already be under attack. I hope it’s not too late.”


“I’m glad they brought me back and everything,” Ram said, following
her through the next empty corridor. “I swear, I am. But it would have been
good if I had some time to get used to this new body before going into a
warzone. You know?” 


“It’s not a new body,” Milena said, brushing her fingers against
the back of his hand. “Not really. It is genetically identical to the last one,
and to the one you were born with.”


“But with more augmentation.”


“Re-fusing your nervous system lost you a milliseconds reaction
speed so you will never compete on the Orb again. That meant Dr. Fo and his
team were free of any restrictions in terms of upgrades and Zhukov and the UNOP
High Command ordered a fully integrated suite of military-grade augmentations
so you would be combat-ready. Biological, cybernetic and neurochemical, you got
it.”


“And I got no choice in the matter,” Ram said, feeling the power
of his new-but-familiar body as he walked.


“Legally, they own you. And morally? They brought you back to
life,” Milena said, glancing up at him. “It’s not fair but are you really
ungrateful?”


“Not in the least,” Ram said, although he did feel a profound
sense of his subjection to a mighty authority. Then again, he was alive when he
should be dead. When he was dead.


Am I the same me as I was before?


He shook off the thought as one that was too disturbing and made
himself grin. “Anyway, I feel ready to go kill some more aliens.”


Milena was not impressed. “Don’t get too excited yet.”


“What do you mean?”


She hesitated for a few strides until they stepped up to the last
airlock which had SHUTTLE BAY stenciled above the doorway. “Here we are.”


A crewman scowled at them as he let them through and Ram ducked in
to the familiar sight of the massive room. It was an entire ring section, with
the doors under foot that would open the entire deck area to space when
launching and docking the enormous shuttle.


The massive, shining white shuttle sat above the closed bay doors,
filling the interior space of the shuttle bay with just meters to spare. The
top of the shuttle was attached to the shuttle bay ceiling by a huge docking
clamp.


The shuttle itself—the Lepus—was a beast. Big enough to
hold thirty people or more in the passenger compartment and the hold below
could handle all their gear with room enough to spare for a ground vehicle or
two. The body was fat and the wings little more than stubby appendages sticking
out up high but the lines over the cockpit were smooth and pretty sleek.  High
over the cargo hatch at the rear, the massive engines looked powerful enough to
blast the monstrous thing halfway to the sun. Smaller engines were tucked under
the wings, tight against the fat hull, for powered atmospheric flight.


“Why don’t they order an evacuation of the surface?” Rama asked,
following Milena through the shuttle bay, past deck crew that swarmed all about
the shuttle, performing final checks. The huge landing gear rested on the bay
doors, which were plastered with yellow and black warning chevrons and
stenciled text suggesting in the strongest possible terms that one should avoid
standing on the doors whenever they slide open.


The shuttle engines hummed high over his head. It was the same
shuttle that Ram had boarded the Orb Station in and he remembered it being
packed with the boarding party. “Surely, Milena, they could bring everyone back
up here safely with just two or three trips with this beast. Keep our people
away from the aliens on the surface until the reinforcements arrive on the
fleet?”


After bringing him back to life a couple of hours ago, Executive
Director Zhukov had shown him how the UNOPS Victory orbited high above the
planet they had named Arcadia. That planet orbited the star 55-Cancri, part of
a system forty-one light years from Earth. Access to the system was a gift to
humanity from the Orb Builders, following Rama Seti’s victory in the Orb
Station Zero arena. 


Ram had seen the planet through a transparent hull section in the
observation deck and he imaged it again, through the closed shuttle bay doors.
Beneath bright, swirling clouds, the surface of the planet was largely water,
with many island chains and archipelagos of black rock stretching across the
world-spanning ocean. On the largest land mass, Zhukov had explained, was
humanity’s first extrasolar outpost. An outpost that struggled to find a
foothold on the edge of a vast plateau on the edge of a chain of jagged upland
hills.


“We will evacuate the wounded and sick for practical reasons but
it’s not going to be any safer up here on the Victory,” Milena said over
her shoulder as they headed beneath a stubby wing to the side entrance of the
shuttle. She paused to demonstrate what she was saying by pretending her hands
were spaceships. “The wheelhunter ship, codenamed Wildfire, is
decelerating towards our position, coming in to orbiting the planet, we think.
It is surely coming to reinforce the aliens on the ground and to do that, it
needs to destroy the Victory. Depending on the rate of deceleration, it
will arrive within a matter of days. Our orders are to hold against the
wheelhunters on the ground while the Victory holds in orbit until
Admiral Howe’s battleship Stalwart Sentinel arrives to defeat the enemy
ship. There is a small fleet trailing the Sentinel. These are the
frigates Ashoka and the Genghis but they are at least days behind
the flagship, all heading this way straight from the Orb’s wormhole out at the
edge of the system.”


Ram followed her up the ladder to the door high on the side of the
shuttle, behind the cockpit.


“The Sentinel is that much better than the Victory?”
he asked, watching Milena’s backside as she stepped above him.


“It’s a warship,” she said, over her shoulder. “The greatest
warship ever built. Hundreds of crew, short range fighter complement, many more
UNOP Marines than we’ve got.” She waited for him in the doorway while he
climbed up. “And the armor and weaponry on it will be enormously powerful so,
yes, it might prove a match for the enemy ship. But we don’t really know what
they’re capable of and then there’s the main problem with all of that.”


He reached the top and she moved inside. “The Sentinel is
going to get here too late.” Director Zhukov had told him as much.


“Very likely to be after the enemy ship engages us, yes. Until
then, the Victory must stand alone.”


“Why don’t we all just run?” Ram asked. “Get everyone back on the Victory
and head for safety while the Sentinel fleet deals with it?”


Ram squeezed his massive body through the human-sized doorway just
behind the cockpit.


“Because we’re bait.” Milena watched him elbow his way in. “We
keep them where the Sentinel can come and mop up, if need be.” 


“Oh,” Rama said, straightening up as far as he could when he got
through, still bending down with the back of his shoulders almost touching the
ceiling. He’d been in one of the shuttles before and he recalled that the
cockpit was to his left and the seats were to his right. “That doesn’t seem
very fair on—”


He broke off, looking through to the passenger compartment where
the semi-reclined reentry chairs were packed in like on a commercial airplane.
About thirty of them. Other than a handful of civilians, every passenger was a
UNOP Marine, all in their sleek combat helmets and close-fitted armor. Every
one looking right at him through their enclosed visor.


“Hi everyone,” Rama said. “How you all doing?”


“Sit down, Seti,” Captain Cassidy bawled from the front of the
compartment, stomping a couple of steps toward him and Milena. The captain was
dressed in his armor, with a sidearm and combat knife on his chest, but without
a helmet. A mean-looking Sergeant loomed behind him, glaring at Ram with open
hostility. “What the hell took you two so long?”


 “Sorry I’m late,” Ram said. “I was dead.” At the front of the
compartment was a reentry chair designed for subjects like him who were two and
a half meters tall and muscled like a professional bodybuilder. “This is my
seat, right?”


Milena edged forward, as if to put herself between Ram and the
captain. “Director Zhukov demanded to speak to Ram before we— “


“Yeah, yeah,” Cassidy said, scowling at them both. “Save your
excuses and strap yourselves in. We have a battle to fight.”


While Ram did as he was told, Captain Cassidy marched forward and
banged on the cockpit door. One of the pilots helped close and seal the outer
door while the shuttle vibrated as the humming engine noise rose in volume and
in pitch. 


Cassidy stood at the front, looking back at his Marines. “We have
a two-hour flight until our reentry window. In-flight entertainment will consist
of me going over the briefing one last time and final equipment checks.
Remember, if the enemy ground attack begins during our transfer and descent, we
will be landing under fire and deploying into a combat zone. Hold tight for
shuttle launch.”


The shuttle shook and buzzed, the hull clanging as the atmosphere
in the shuttle bay turned to vacuum, the doors opening beneath the landing gear
and the docking clamps unhooked from the ceiling. 


“Feels like I was just doing this,” Ram said to Milena. “Fighting
on the Orb. It really does. But that was almost a year ago for you?”


“I know,” she said, not looking at him.


“There’s so much I want to ask you about, Milena,” Ram said over
the noise.


“There’s so much to tell you,” she said, adjusting the harness
over her shoulders. “Just leave it for now.”


“I can’t believe I was dead for a whole year,” he said,
half-laughing at the absurdity. “Again.”


“Not dead,” Milena said, pinching her bottom lip between two
fingers. “Just unconscious.”


“Unconscious and transferred to a new clone body. Again. I died,
Milena. I felt myself dying. In the arena, my guts hanging out and my face all
torn to—” he broke off, throat constricting at the memory of it.


She still would not meet his eye. “Try not to think about it right
now. We’re heading into another dangerous place, okay? And you need to survive
it. Just focus on that.”


Rama opened his mouth to answer but instead, his stomach lurched and
his head felt light, as if he was in an elevator, then his arms floated up all
by themselves. 


“Hey, check this out,” Ram said to Milena, grinning. She was not
amused. “I’m sorry, am I not responding appropriately to the gravity of the
situation?”


She shook her head, looking closely at him. Searching his face
with concern. “Jesus, Ram. You’re hyper excited. Try to relax.”


His heart was indeed racing and he took as slow a breath as he
could manage. It did not help much. “You’re right. What’s wrong with me?”


“We can talk about it later.”


“Milena.”


“Dr. Fo and his team made a few tweaks to your brain chemistry so
that you would find the prospect of combat, and combat itself…” She gestured
while searching for the word. “Exhilarating.”


“Those motherfu—”


A woman’s voice sounded in Rama’s embedded comms. The shuttle
pilot spoke.


“This is Lieutenant Xenakis. We are now clear of the Victory
and ready to initiate our first engine burn. Just a nice, gentle kick but
please keep your hands and arms crossed over your chest for three, two, one,
ignition.”


It was as if normal gravity was switched back on for half a
minute, then it eased off back to weightlessness again over a few seconds.


“Alright, fellas,” Lieutenant Xenakis said in his ear, “sit back,
relax and enjoy the view. We will enter the upper atmosphere in approximately
two hours, fifteen minutes.”


Rama turned to Milena. “So what happened when—”


“Mr. Seti,” Captain Cassidy called as he floated past, heading
forward. “Come with me to the cargo hold.”


Unbuckling from his chair, Ram pushed himself up, floating in the
air over his seat. It felt great. 


“You not coming?” he asked Milena, holding the seat back and
twisting himself around. 


Her lips pressed together for a moment. “I’m not going to be
babysitting you anymore, Ram. You’re a military man now.”


“Oh.” Ram paused, holding himself to his chair while his legs
floated up and out behind him. “Alright. I’m glad you’re here, obviously but
why are you coming down into a war zone, then?”


She shrugged. “All non-essential personnel were shipped down to
the surface to help establish the outpost. Now you’re delivered back to the
Marines, I can move on with my other duties.”


“Non-essential?” Ram said. “You got to be kidding me.”


She pursed her lips. “It’s alright, I still have value, supporting
the new mission. I have many skills.”


“You sure do,” he said, grinning.


She shook her head, fighting a faint smile on her face. “You’d
better go. Captain Cassidy is not as indulgent as I was.”


“I sure hope not.”


Ram pulled himself forward, propelling his huge body with the
lightest touch. Stopping required catching himself on the forward bulkhead. A
sign said the cargo hold was down a square hatch in the floor and he pushed
himself down it, feet first and squeezed his shoulders in. 


He’d never been in the cargo compartment, that he recalled. From
the bottom of the ladder, looking toward the rear, the long space was packed
with crates and stacked carry cases. Down by the rear cargo ramp, it looked
like there were wide, squat dune buggies or something.


Closer to the front end near to the hatch was an open area
surrounded by stacked crates where Captain Cassidy held himself in place beside
another soldier, a sergeant called Wu, in front of a row of open weapon and
armor cases. The officer and NCO were arguing about something.


Captain Cassidy looked over his shoulder. His rugged, bony face
was deeply lined, with a weathered ruddiness undiminished by years in space.
The man exuded confidence that bordered on hostility, especially, for some reason,
when speaking to Ram. “Jesus Christ, Seti. You want to play at being a Marine
then you got to work on that hustle.”


Who said I want to be a Marine?


“Alright,” Ram said, attempting to ignore the deep irritation he
felt at being spoken to like he was an underling.


Cassidy scowled while the sergeant next to him turned away to hide
a smile. “You say, yes sir, Seti.”


“I do?” Ram said, looking between the captain and the sergeant.
“For real? Zhukov told me I was here as a military adviser. You know, a consultant.”


In the low light, Cassidy’s face seemed to glow red and his eyes
bulged. “Are you fucking kidding me? The day I need military advice from you, Seti,
will be a sad day indeed. Military adviser. You’re a goddamned liability,
that’s what you are. I had to wait for them to finish working you over while
the rest of my reinforcements sat waiting in that shuttle bay for hours. As if
it matters if they bring you round gently. Yeah, you’re a liability. I don’t
need your advice but I have my orders and that’s why Gunny Wu is going to get
you in your armor while I go and deliver the final briefing to my people. You
good, Wu?”


The sergeant nodded, eyes on the officer, and spoke a soft
acknowledgement. “Sir.”


Ram half raised his hand. “Shouldn’t I be there for the briefing,
too?”


Cassidy stared, open mouthed. “You need to understand something
and you’re not getting it. You beat that wheelhunter in the arena all those
months ago and that was just great. You sacrificed your life for all of us and
it was goddamned heroic. But since then, what good have you been? I don’t care
how much you trained to fight, unarmed and one to one with those things, and I
don’t care how much virtual military experience you had playing your little
games over the years and I don’t care what they pumped into your brain since
they resurrected you. You’re dangerously unpredictable, unable to control your
emotions. You are not a Marine. You’re gigantic, slow, you’re not properly
integrated and I have no use for you. All you accomplish by being here is
getting in my way. We’re going to be landing directly in the shit, most likely,
and I’ve already lost people in the previous attacks. I have had to assign
resources to look after you, people that I would rather have doing something
useful, like unpacking boxes. As far as I’m concerned, you’re nothing more than
a newborn baby on his first day in boot camp. You’re the lowest ranking
creature this side of Neptune. All I want from you is to put on your armor and
do as you’re told. If you can avoid getting any of my people killed when we
land, or killing them yourself, I’ll consider it a miracle. Understand?”


“I think you’ve made your point pretty thoroughly.”


Cassidy nodded once at Ram, then addressed Sergeant Wu. “Get him
stitched up tight, Jim.”


“Sir.”


Cassidy, still scowling, bounded away and pulled himself up
through the hatch into the crew compartment without another word. 


“Shit, sergeant,” Ram said. “I always thought that guy liked me.”


“You’re a hero, sir,” Sergeant Wu said. “The Captain just has other
priorities.”


Yeah, am I not supposed to be the savior of humanity? Why the hell
is he treating me like that? 


“It’s fine, I get it,” Ram said. “So, you’re our Gunnery Sergeant,
right?”


The man looked confused. “How did you know that?”


“I don’t know,” Ram said but he pointed at the shoulder of the
man’s armor. “That’s a Gunnery Sergeant insignia.”


Sergeant Wu looked surprised. “That’s right, I didn’t know that
you would know that, sir.”


Ram thought about it. “Upstairs, there’s a First Sergeant named
Gruger. He works with Captain Cassidy, right?” 


Sergeant Wu seemed uncomfortable but Ram had no idea why. “That’s
right, he’s Command and I’m a guy who works for a living. Now, sir, we have to
hurry. The Sergeant opened a huge crate behind him. “We don’t have much time
and getting this suit on in zero-g is a nightmare if you’re not used to it.” He
called for assistance and two Marines bounced down to help him unpack the gear.
“You have to brace yourself while we pull the armor round you, sir. Do you know
our standard Mark XX armor? Well, this is based on that, just made to measure.
We’re going to go boots first, legs up to the ass and then gloves, arms and
shrug the back plates on, swing round the chest plates and seal it up. The
hardened sections fix in place but it’s essentially one single piece joined
together with flexible armor up to the neck with an unbroken seam. The life
support backpack is a sealed unit with armor on the outside. Onboard batteries
here around your lower back and waist but you have accessible battery slots on
the outside so you can swap new ones in to stay fully charged without needing
to plug in. Don’t worry, though, the mission is a static defense and we will
all be regularly topped up with power, air, coolant. Trickiest bit to get on, obviously,
is the waste system but we’ll help you fit that if you don’t, you know, if you
can’t do that. Then the helmet, which I’ll give you after, is mostly an armored
faceplate with a close fitting cranial section which seals at the neck.
Alright, sir?”


“Sure,” Ram said, heart racing a little at the thrill of it. “Kind
of like pulling on overalls.”


Gunnery Sergeant Wu shrugged. “Kind of like the most effective
combat armor ever designed that also works as a vacuum capable space suit and
hermetically sealed hazmat suit. Kind of like billion dollar overalls, sure,
sir. Come on, let’s do this quickly but let’s do it right.”


Rama followed the precise instructions he was given and they got
him suited up incredibly quickly. It was a highly intuitive process. 


“Fits perfectly,” Rama said, while they were closing up his seals.
“Like a second skin. Did you fit it to my body when I was dead?”


The Marines looked awkwardly at their sergeant. 


“No,” Sergeant Wu said. “Well, it was designed from scans of the
artificial person body, months ago. The backup clone, before your mind was… you
know.”


A chill ran through Ram. “Right. Of course. Guess I’m wearing this
body as much as I’m wearing the armor.”


Ram turned as Milena propelled herself down to the cargo hold and
called out as she moved over to the open area between the stacked crates.
“Good,” she said. “You’re suited up.”


“Almost,” Ram said. “Just need my helmet and my weapons.”


Milena and the sergeant exchanged a look and she cleared her
throat. “Where’s my EVA suit?”


Sergeant Wu got her a civilian version of a space suit and she
unselfconsciously stripped off her outer clothes before donning the gear. The
Marines busied themselves but Ram watched her twisting her beautiful body like
a gymnast in the zero-g to slide into the close-fitting suit. Watched until he
realized she was about to fit the waste extraction sections and he turned away
until she was all done. The suit was not like the UNOP Marine Corp Mark XX armor.
There were no plate sections.  


“How come she doesn’t get armor?” Ram asked, irritated. “What the
hell? What if she gets shot or whatever?”


“It’s okay, Ram,” Milena said. “All the civilians wear these. It’s
the Marines’ job to protect us so that we don’t need armor. I plan to stay well
away from the fighting. Anyway, these are extremely tough, the material is
essentially bulletproof. Just flexible and without all the extras in the combat
version.”


“Right,” Ram said. “Well, I’ll protect you, anyway. Where are my
weapons? Zhukov told me you made me a sword?”


Sergeant Wu exchanged more knowing looks with his men and they
nodded and went back to work further down the hold. 


“What’s going on?” Ram said but not even Milena answered him. She
pursed her lips and looked away. The woman was subdued and Ram realized why. She
had not seen him for a year, he had been dead, ripped apart and now he was in a
clone’s body. For Ram, it had been just a day or two since they had been
intimate with one another but for her, it was a completely different situation.
His easy familiarity with her was misplaced, it was making her uncomfortable.
He had watched her undress like she was his girlfriend but she had never even
been that, really. For her, they were colleagues whose closeness had become
friendship and that friendship had been briefly physical. He knew he had to
give her some space. I’ll protect you, he’d said.  Tone it down, Ram,
you idiot.


“This is your helmet,” the sergeant said. “It fits close, it’s as
small and streamlined and light as possible, providing almost complete peripheral
vision but open enough inside for you to be able to speak and breathe without
restriction. It works with and enhances your biological augments to provide
higher powered comms and battlefield data. And if you turn your head all the
way to your left or right, up or down and need to see further than it will
allow, the AugHud integration will keep scrolling the image, overlaying your
real-world vision.”


“Just like in Avar. What about my weapons, Sergeant?”


Wu flipped open a crate and took out an enormous rifle. It was
almost as big as the Marine but when Ram took it, the weapon felt perfect in
his hands. “This was custom made for you, sir. It uses the mechanism from a
light machine gun, firing large caliber rounds, but we reduced the rate of fire
and converted it into a weapon that you can use like a battle rifle. The grip
and trigger guard and stock and everything is the same as a standard issue
rifle, which I know you used in Avar, only everything is scaled for a man
that’s eight feet tall. As much as possible we’ve kept the handling and rate of
fire similar. It’s called the XRS-101.”


“RS for Rama Seti?” He was half joking. 


“Yes, sir. And X for experimental so that no one can blame me if
it blows up in your face. I’m just kidding, it works just fine.”


“But the designer, Ian, wants it to be called the Handspear.”


“The… oh, because of how I killed the wheeler?” Ram had cut off
his hand and used the chisel-pointed bone ends to stab the alien champion to
death in the arena.  


“Yes, sir. And because Ian thinks it sounds badass.”


“I guess I do, too.”


“Let me show you the operation of the XRS-Handspear, sir.” He took
it back and Rama reluctantly allowed him to do so. “Fire selection is here.
Safe, single shot, burst, and full auto. Please avoid the full auto unless you
need it. We’ll have to swap out the barrel much sooner if you fire like that
and then there’s the ammo situation. The magazine release is here and you’ll
see how huge this thing is.” He removed the oblong, bottom section of the rifle
and showed Ram. Without the enormous magazine, the rifle looked strange. “The
cartridges are very small, the propellant is just a fraction of it, it’s almost
entirely the projectile. And considering how big you are and the weapon is,
we’ve packed five hundred and twenty rounds in each magazine.”


“Five hundred round mags, okay.”


“Now the first of the bad news, sir. They take a long time to load
and we have a limited supply of all ammunition. Anyway, you have just five
magazines, including this one.”


“That’s still more than two thousand rounds.”


“Two thousand six hundred. Sounds like a lot, doesn’t it, sir. The
fire rate for this weapon is eight hundred rounds a minute. Pretty standard.
Full auto and you’re permanently out of ammo in just over three minutes.”


“Yeah but I won’t—”


“Course you won’t, sir. But firing bursts, at maybe sixty a
minute? You’ll only have forty-five minutes of shooting.” He nodded at Ram’s
expression. “No resupply and we might have to hold out for weeks. Days,
certainly.”


“Alright, message understood, Sergeant.”


“Thank you, sir.” Wu held out his hands and Ram handed the
XRS-Handspear back to the Gunnery Sergeant. “But the real bad news is that the
Captain won’t let me issue it to you.”


“What?”


“Yes, sir. Captain Cassidy has ordered that we cannot issue your
rifle or sidearm to you. Not with ammunition. And not until you’ve practiced
and demonstrated that you can use it properly and safely. And we have to hold
on to your sword. I’m sorry, sir.”


“Come on, Gunny. How am I supposed to defend myself?”


Gunnery Sergeant Wu looked unhappy. “The Captain’s opinion is that
arming you with a weapon would be more risk to the rest of us.”


“Like I’m some kind of incompetent?”


The Sergeant glanced at Milena, a pleading look in his eyes. 


“Ram,” Milena said. “I know it doesn’t make much sense right now
but—”


“No, it’s alright, I get it. Captain Cassidy doesn’t trust me. But
I can’t even have the sword?”


“It’s in this case here.” Wu banged the case beneath the one
holding the magazines for the Handspear. It had a graphic of a sword printed on
it. “I can issue it once you are signed off, sir.”


“We’re heading into a warzone, right?” Ram knew that arguing with
a Marine who was following orders was an exercise in futility but he could not
help himself. It was idiotic to deny him weapons.


“Come on, Ram,” Milena said, tugging on his arm. “Let’s get back
in the reentry chairs before it’s too late. Hear the end of Cassidy’s briefing.
You have a lot to catch up on.”


As they floated up the hatch, the shuttle vibrated and shook,
rattling around. Rama’s stomach lurched and he bounced back down to the bottom
of the floor of the crew compartment.


“Get to your seats,” Cassidy growled at them, breaking off from
his briefing. “We’re entering the atmosphere, slowing down.”


Rama helped Milena back into her own chair before he took his own,
guiding her as easily as if she was a small child. 


“The environment on the surface around the outpost seems at first
to be completely benign,” Captain Cassidy continued as Rama and Milena strapped
themselves back in. “Surface temperature, both day and night, pressure, and
humidity will be familiar to anyone from a temperate climate back home. And I
keep hearing you people saying the air is breathable. Yes, there is enough
oxygen in the atmosphere but that air isn’t something you want to be breathing.
Initial tests suggest the alien bacteria on the planet is probably benign but
until the scientists know for sure, you will be following the proper procedures
or you will be spending your entire time on the surface locked in the
quarantined zone of the outpost. And if you’re in quarantine, then you’re no
good to anyone. You have been warned. Any questions?”


Ram raised his hand and waved it.


Captain Cassidy scowled. “What?”


“Is there a presentation to go along with your talk that I can
download, or...?”


Cassidy’s top lip curled as he turned back to face the rest of the
compartment. “Any real questions?”


Ram looked at Milena. “I was serious about the presentation.”


“Initiate your AugHud,” she said, her voice calm and familiar in
his ear, in his head. “You should be tapped into the network.”


Ram felt around inside his head until he found the glaring
activation node and concentrated on it. Control of the implants came to him
easily, despite being in a new body, and the AugHud flickered into life over
his vision, linking to the Company network.


Data streamed, unfiltered. Information about the shuttle’s
airspeed and altitude, lists of names for the Marines and their assigned fire
teams, individual competencies, text and audio orders and informal
conversations flying back and forth between them all.


For the briefest moment, it was like being back on Earth, logging
into his Avar server and speaking to his cooperative. But the craft lurched and
he forgot his nostalgia, selecting exterior cameras on the shuttle and
expanding the images to fill his vision. 


He was astonished to see how high up they still were. High enough
to perceive the curve of the planet and the infinite blackness above. Below, swirling
cloud covered the globe and the sunlight reflected off water. What little land
he could see was black and dark gray, in the shape of chains and clusters of
islands, glimpsed through the swirling ribbons of the cloud layer.


Cassidy stopped and tilted his head, listening. “Alright,” Cassidy
said. “Lieutenant Xenakis says we’re having trouble raising the outpost. We’re
coming into thicker atmosphere now, people. Make sure your straps are tight and
your suits are sealed.” Cassidy grabbed hold of the seat backs and pulled his
way to his own place, front and center. 


Ram’s stomach lurched again and a noise like a distant monsoon
sounded around the hull of the craft. 


“This is crazy,” Ram said to Milena, or tried to. His teeth
chattered in his head and he barely heard himself over the sound of the
atmosphere outside. She nodded all the same, no doubt understanding something
of his sentiment.


It felt like the shuttle was diving down, then levelling out and
occasionally turning, over and over. They passed through the cloud layers so
quickly that he barely noticed. Perhaps such maneuvering in a descent was
perfectly standard or perhaps the pilots were attempting to avoid ground fire
or enemy fighter craft.


“There are weapons on this thing, right?” Ram asked Milena during
one of the relative lulls. “Rockets and lasers and stuff?”


Milena clutched her straps tight with her gloved hands. “It’s a
shuttle, Ram. A single stage to orbit transport shuttle.”


Ram nodded. “Is that a no?”


On the exterior view, he could make out an enormous plateau of
black rock extending for hundreds of klicks. On one side, it ended in a jagged
coastline. Opposite that, a curving line of peaks and rolling hills that
disappeared out of sight.


“Are we heading for those mountains?”


“The outpost was established just beneath them,” Milena said.
“Strong winds over most of the surface. This position shelters the outpost from
the prevailing wind. And that’s why they changed the layout into a four-sided
box shape instead of separate buildings spread out in a complex, as originally
intended. Lucky they did. We accidently built ourselves a fort.” 


They jerked downward, violently, and the rattling and banging grew
louder and more intense. The whir of large motors sounded and a short series of
bangs sounded on the hull. The shuttle banked, violently and went into a dive. 


“What’s happening?” He asked Milena, using the comms system. “Is this
normal?”


His AugHud told him to prepare for hard landing, on screen and by
a simulated woman’s voice in his ear. 


It told him to assume the crash position in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1. His
screen flashed the word BRACE at him and he knew to check his helmet was locked
into the seat back, his boots were clicked into the foot rest and he hooked his
crossed arms into the straps over his chest.


Close your mouth, his suit said in
his ear, close your—


A mighty bang and the impact of the hard landing jarred his spine.
His head bounced around inside his helmet but the suit and seat kept him
secure. The deceleration pulled him forward, so hard against the straps that he
couldn’t get a breath. Landing, landing, his suit said. 


No shit. 


The shuttle vibrated, shaking around while engines roared outside
and the deceleration continued while the suit spoke in his ear, urging him to
brace for landing. As the speed bled away, the suit spoke again, in that
infuriatingly calm computer-generated female voice.


“Please remain harnessed until-”


“All units.” Cutting her off, Captain Cassidy’s order came in loud
and clear. “Prepare to disembark under fire.” 


 


 
















 


2.


 


Lieutenant Kat Xenakis eased the shuttle downward to the smooth,
black surface of the outpost landing strip, flaring back to bleed off every
ounce of speed she could.


Coming in fast over the outpost she had descended quickly through
the last layer of light cloud cover and dropped to the planed-flat black rock
below. Every time she saw the fledgling outpost through the external camera
feeds, she was reminded of flying over mining operations in her native south
and west Australia. Instead of clusters of buildings perched next to vast open-pit
mines gouged with step-sides deep into the earth, this outpost was a single
square structure sitting on the surface of a plain, in the shadow of hills. 


Those hills had been thrust up by some volcanic process in the
past, and were now cracked and broken into long gorges with overhanging sides
that tumbled billions of tons of scree down toward the plateau in undulating
piles that zigzagged into the distance for hundreds of kilometers. 


It had just been dumb luck, or bad planning, to site their outpost
so close to those gorges and cliffs that sliced their way into the uplands. It
meant no direct lines of sight for the people in the outpost and even aerial
drones had to be almost directly above the enemy position to see them when the
aliens attacked.


Erosion of the land was so rapid because, unlike Australia, the
surface was wet and cut with hundreds of streams and thin rivers that rushed
down the gashes in the hills where they spread out and mingled and broke apart
again as they flowed toward the sea in the west. There, many of them fell from
the great shelf of rock in waterfalls toward the ocean below where the waves
boomed ceaselessly against the basalt walls. Others flowed so lightly that the
waters were caught in the updrafts off of the ocean and blasted up into a spray
of water that reached hundreds of meters into the air. 


It was a new surface, less than a million years, so Kat had heard,
formed through some huge volcanic outflow and being eroded almost as quickly as
it had formed. 


It’s nothing like Australia. I must be homesick if this water
world makes me think of the ancient desolation at home.


She had to concentrate on the task at hand. 


The Lepus was heavily laden with people and cargo and the
gear hit hard, crunching the suspension on the rear wheels with a series of
juddering bangs. Kat grimaced and forced the front gear down while the brakes
slammed on. 


Kat’s pilot’s seat dampened the impact but it was a hard landing.
In the seat on her right, her copilot Flight Officer Mehdi Moreau grunted and swore.


 “Enemy detected,” Sheila the shuttle’s AI said through the
comms in Kat’s ear. “Approximately two thousand kilometers northeast.”


“Not now, Sheila,” Kat said to the AI while she reversed thrust on
the atmo engines. “Let’s just land this thing, shall we, sweetheart?”


“We’re too fast,” her copilot Mehdi Moreau
said in the chair next to hers, his voice clear in her helmet comms.
“Firing retros.”


“Wait, Mehdi,” Kat shouted at her copilot as the Lepus
bounced its way along the outpost landing strip. 


Mehdi hesitated, staring out the front window, then back at her.
She watched his indecision with her peripheral vision while the view of the
planet poured in through the cockpit’s front windows. 


Below the blue skies and wispy cloud, the peaks of the jagged, black
volcanic horizon ahead were more like foothills than they were mountains but
they were not her main concern. The airstrip under her wheels had been planed
clean but even a rock the size of a molehill could take out their landing gear,
stranding them on the surface for hours. That was assuming they could repair
the damage before an alien army overran their position. 


“The strip’s too short, Kat,” Mehdi shouted, the comms system
reducing the volume of his voice so it did not blow out her ear drum. “It gets
rough in less than—”


“Leave it,” she snapped. “And be quiet.”


Kat Xenakis had no need for anyone to tell her about the
situation. She had data streaming on her control consoles, at arms’ reach in
front and to either side of the pilot’s seat. She could see the planet out of
the front window. She had data overlaid on her AugHud. They were eating up the
length of the strip and the flight AI and Kat’s human copilot Mehdi were both
panicking, in their own ways. Panicking that the shuttle was destined to smash
nose-first into the rough ground beyond the end of the prepared ground if they
did not fire their retro rockets and release the drogue chutes.


“Recommendation,” the AI said, in her perfectly clear
tones. “Reduce braking, thirty percent. Immediate.”


Warnings flashed on her panels that the brakes on the landing gear
wheels were over maximum recommended temperature. But Kat knew the maximum
temperatures were conservative ones, set in part to prolong the life of the
braking system. A system that could be replaced, if they ever made it back up
to the Victory. 


“Leave them, Sheila,” Kat said. “We’ll be okay.”


The AI was able to keep up with Kat’s decision-making speed.
Rather, Kat’s nervous system had been surgically enhanced with the ERANS to
speed up her physical reaction time, reduce her decision-making time and
generally decrease the subjective passing of time.


Beside her, Mehdi seemed to Kat to be moving with painful
slowness. Every move he made was like the man swam through invisible treacle.
The bouncing of the gear suspension on the rugged surface was for her more like
riding a sine wave than the boneshaking roughness the Marines in the back had
to be feeling.    


And Lieutenant Kat Xenakis had something that neither the AI nor
her copilot Flight Officer Mehdi Moreau had. 


With the adrenaline pumping, her enhanced mind ran almost as
quickly as the AI and she could read the data streams almost as seamlessly but
Kat had a greater risk tolerance than an AI did. But a tolerance tempered by
her experience and her professionalism. 


“Jesus fucking Christ, Mehdi, take your hand away from the retros.
Don’t need them.”


“What about using RCS?” Mehdi said. “We got tons of fuel.”


“What’s the point?” Kat said. “You know they won’t do anything
in-atmosphere, for God’s sake.”


 “Twenty-five seconds until impact,” Sheila the Shuttle AI
said.


The Lepus was slowing but the projection said they would
overrun the landing strip by twenty meters, assuming the shuttle did not flip
or roll immediately when it hit the unprepared area.


“Don’t say impact, sweetheart,” Kat said. “It’ll just be a tiny bump,
if it’s anything.”


“A tiny bump straight into those mountains,” Mehdi said, through
gritted teeth, hands hovering near the switches for the chutes and engines. He
was exaggerating because the Lepus would certainly break apart before it
hit the rising ground of the black hills.


The shuttle banged and swerved, hitting rough ground. 


Warning lights flared: main engine fuel lines, battery
compartments 4-6, and the rear right gear motors. 


 “Leave retros,” Kat said. She had no time to explain why. “We
don’t need them to stop in time.”


“Overriding pilot control,” Sheila said, in her perpetually
calm tone and perfect voice. 


“No, you’re not,” Kat said, outraged. “Back off, Sheila, you
traitorous bitch.” 


Mehdi shouted over the noise of the warning alarms. “No point
saving the retros if we rip the hull open on the surface.”


“Calm down, Mehdi,” Kat said. “Just keep your eyes out for those
bloody aliens.”


It wasn’t about saving the retro rockets. The Lepus, her
faithful shuttle was over its weight capacity yet again and the strain was
beginning to tell. The shuttle was a marvel of engineering but it had never
been tested for so many descents with such rapid turnarounds over the previous
few weeks while the outpost was built. Just now, pulling out of the dive on the
way down, she had put stresses on the frame that had threatened to rip off an
engine or a wing. But the Lepus had held together. Now, she just had to
ease the deceleration along the four-kilometer landing strip. Stopping too
abruptly with the retros might finish the old bird off, break something
structural that could not be easily fixed on the surface of this alien world.


Still, she had run out of landing strip. 


The atmo engines gimballed fully into reverse position and she
fired them up again, ten percent thrust for two seconds. The engines roared and
the hull groaned.


Hold together, old girl.


Kat slammed hard into her harness and the shuttle vibrated hard
with the stress, wheels sliding over the gravelly stone of the landing strip.


Sheila compensated automatically for the drift, behaving like a
good AI for once and the shuttle straightened out as it came to a rolling stop.



Right at the end of the strip. A few meters ahead, the ground was
uneven and strewn with boulders.


“Coolant leak, wheels five and six on rear right gear,” Mehdi
said. “Sheila, reroute additional coolant to—”


“She knows her job,” Kat said. “Leave her to it and you do yours.”


“Alright, boss,” Mehdi said, slapping his quick release and
scrambling out of his copilot’s chair and to the back of the cockpit where he
shimmied up the ladder to the observation airlock on the roof of the shuttle.


“Sheila, love, get the doors open.”


“Confirmed, beginning equalization sequence.”


“Captain Cassidy,” Kat said into the command channel. “We’re about
get the doors open. Ten seconds. You may disembark your people.”


“Acknowledged,” the Marines Captain said, as calm as an AI. “Can
you raise the outpost?”


“No way,” Kat said. “You should see the electromagnetic spectrum
out here, Cassidy. It’s like pea soup.”


“Enemy forces?”


With all the interference, Kat could not get a clear reading. But
Sheila had seen the enemy massing on the shuttle’s approach.”


“Still on the far side of the outpost, in the hills,” Kat said
into the comms while she checked her systems. “But they would have seen us
coming in to land and I’m willing to bet they’ll be rolling this way. Mehdi’s
heading up to take a look.”


She had come in as low over the horizon as she’d dared and had to
use the air breathing engines to boost them to the landing strip but the
wheelhunters, approaching the outpost in their vehicles from out of the hills
beyond, could not have missed the enormous human shuttle roaring out of the
skies. 


“Lieutenant Xenakis,” Cassidy said, “I’m sending up a couple of my
guys with the copilot to provide overwatch while we unload the shuttle.”


“Alright,” Kat said, “I’ll try to remember they’re up there when
I’m ready to take off.”


“ETA on your turnaround time?” Cassidy said. 


“Sheila, what do you think? How are we doing?”


“No significant damage, turnaround time rated unsupported
optimal.”


“Alright, Cassidy, I can be in the sky before your gear is out of
my hold.”


“Glad to hear that, Lieutenant,” Cassidy said. “We’ll get the evacuees
to you asap.”


“I’m heading back to help unload,” Kat said to Sheila while she
unstrapped herself. “Keep an eye on things.”


“Affirmative,” Sheila said. “Taking full pilot control.
Resisting urge to flee for orbit.”


“Hilarious,” Kat said as she climbed out of her chair. “Sometimes
I think you’d be happy if I didn’t come back. Don’t bother to deny it, just
keep your engines warm, alright, darling. Won’t be long.”


Checking her helmet was sealed tight, she let herself out of the
cockpit door, heading for the cargo hold. Instead, the way was blocked by the
most gigantic person to ever wear an armored combat suit. He was a little
hunched over, ducking his head, and even so the top of his helmet grazed the
ceiling. She’d not spoken to him much ever and she had barely seen him in
person. Like all the subjects, the man was ridiculously huge but he was the
biggest even of them. Kat tried to remember the standing orders about what she
could say to him and what she had to avoid. She couldn’t remember clearly. She
had drugged herself quite heavily during that briefing. 


“Rama Seti,” Kat said. “You’re humanity’s most famous living hero.
What the hell are you doing just standing there?”


He jumped, turned and peered down at her like she was a child
underfoot. “Oh yeah. You’re the pilot, right? I was going to help but they told
me to keep out of the way. Captain Cassidy, Sergeant Gruger. They said to keep
out of the way until my team was deployed.”


Some hero. I don’t have time for this shit.


“Well, Mr. Seti,” Kat said, putting her hands on the armor plates
at his hip and pushing him back from the cargo hold hatchway. “I have a shuttle
to unload before I can take off again. My deck crew is up on the Victory
so you can help me, come on.”


“Alright.”


“No time to waste. The aliens are coming,” she said and leapt down
the ladder to the hold. The hero was surprisingly nimble, for an eight-foot
giant in an armored combat suit.


The rear cargo hatch was fully open, exposing the black surface of
the landing strip beyond, the wind of Arcadia tugging at the straps and cargo
nets. That wet wind was endlessly gusting across the plateau, colliding with
the nearby hills and tumbling in chaotic eddies around the outpost. She
imagined what it would be like to feel that cold wind cutting into her exposed
skin. Wet spray whipped up from the surface into her hair.


One day, maybe. Not today.


The floor of the cargo compartment was covered with omniroller
conveyors and crate stack after crate stack was moved from a stowed position
and rolled down the ramp to the surface.  Gunny Wu and a team of Marines were
working like a swarm of ants to get the disembarked cargo out of the way so
that the rest of it could be conveyed down the ramp. They had the unloading
part covered.


But as she made her way to the rear it became obvious the gear was
piling up just to the side of the ramp. 


“Come on, Rama Seti,” she shouted over her shoulder. “Let’s go.”


He came with her, like a monster’s shadow, as she picked her way between
the boxes and crates to the rear and jogged down to the ground. Kat jumped the
last half meter, her boots crunching on the fine, shining black rock of the
alien world. The sun was high, casting short shadows on the floor, black on
black.


“Where’s Sergeant Wu?” she called on the comms and a suited hand
shot up by a pile of cargo still sitting netted tight on a transport crate. She
pushed her way through to him. The Gunny was directing the men that he had in
between checking items off on a large screen in his hands, scrolling through
the manifest. 


“I know, Lieutenant, I know,” the Sergeant said before Kat could
open her mouth. “The Captain ordered me to keep the cargo here while they
establish a perimeter and a secure route to the outpost for the evacuees.”


He gestured northward and she looked through the piles of
equipment, beyond the massive wheels of the landing gear, to where groups of
Marines were heading toward the outpost, two klicks away.


It seemed further away on the ground than it had in the air.
Still, her enhanced vision could make it out well enough. The reddish-brown
steel walls, squared off and human-made in an alien landscape. Above the wall,
she could make out the top of the transparent dome that roofed over the center
courtyard of the square outpost. In the far-left corner jutted the antenna,
sticking straight up over it all.


“Cassidy ordered you to dump it all here?” Kat asked Wu. He
nodded, looking nervous. “Did he tell you to obstruct my engines and block the
landing strip?”


“Sorry, Lieutenant,” Gunny Wu said. “It won’t be long, I’m sure.
We just need to make sure the supplies aren’t destroyed or captured before we
can—”


“You can pile this gear up fifty meters that way, Sergeant and you
can do it right now.” She pointed toward the outpost. “Get the wheels turning
on the cargo crates. Unpack the ETAT-24s, use them to help you. And use our
hero here.” She jerked her thumb at the man looming over them both.


“We’re on it, Lieutenant,” Sergeant Wu said, nodding at the
vehicles.


Marines wrestled with the ETATs, the big combat dune buggies,
ripping off the protective layers and extending the roll bars over the top.
Those vehicles were made of the lightest, strongest materials available.


“I got this, sir,” Gunnery Sergeant Wu said. “Mr. Seti, sir, would
you mind giving us a hand?” The small Sergeant jogged over with the giant
marching behind. “And I’ll move everything fifty meters north, right away,
Lieutenant. Right away.”


“Carry on, Gunny,” she said and left the Marines and Rama Seti.


Kat made her way along the side of her shuttle, looking up for
damage on the hull plating or any cracks in the engines or wings. 


Her hull was charred from the reentry shock heating but that was
normal. It was Sheila the AI’s job to assess damage and say whether the plates
were too damaged to fly but you could only trust a computer so much.


The side door of the Lepus was thrown wide open and a
steady stream of Marines flowed up and down it, in and out of the shuttle. On
her AugHud she located Captain Cassidy about seventy meters away with his
command team around him, directing them to various points. Kat had no desire to
get that far away from her shuttle, not with the enemy coming out of the hills,
so she climbed up the stairs into the side door, shouting at a couple of
dawdling Marines to move out of the way, which they did, smartly and promptly. 


Back in the cockpit, she swung herself onto the ladder and
scrambled up, through the open double hatches of the airlock—looking up at the
azure disc of sky directly above her head—and out onto the roof of the shuttle.



“What do you see, Mehdi?”


He was laying stretched out on his belly, telescope on its tripod
up to his visor. The rest of his sensors and gear arrayed around him. Above,
his microdrones buzzed in a small swarm. 


“They’re out there, the bastards,” he said, not taking his eyes from
the sights.


“You can see them?”


“Not directly, no. I’ve got a drone at a thousand meters up but
they’re still out of sight. They’re in the hills to the northeast. They’re
kicking up dust and I keep getting flashes of heat above the valley sides. And
that’s where all the electromagnetic shit is spilling out from. Are you seeing
this? What are they pumping it all out with?”


She looked down at the swarming Marines on the surface. Four
teams, Cassidy’s at 70 meters and three others beyond, spaced out but heading
for the northern side of the outpost. “You’re relaying it all to Cassidy?”


Mehdi scoffed. “Course. Check the tactical channel.”


On her AugHud she saw the thermal and electromagnetic signatures
beeping, out beyond the walls of the outpost, in and amongst the boulders at
the edge of the foothills. “So, those wheeler pricks are going to attack the
outpost from the same direction they did last time, huh?”


“Looks like it. Where are the Marines that Cassidy was sending up
here with you?”


“Flores and Fury? They were up here but they said it was pointless
while the enemy was so far away and they went down again. Heading for the
rear.”


Kat shook her head. “Right. I bumped into them downstairs. They’re
Spaz Squad, right?”


“That’s an offensive term.”


“Shut up, Mehdi,” Kat said. “Come on, mate, you’ve had your fun.
Let’s focus on getting the old girl turned around, right? At this rate, looks
like we might have to evacuate the wounded under fire. You’re reading the
meteorological data?”


“Satellites are all operational but that interference is
disrupting the signal between us and them. Same as us and the outpost. The
wheelers are just flooding the spectrum, just flooding it. Never seen anything
like it. Look at all the pulses, Kat. Our personal comms are going to be down.
We’ll be blind. Can our shielding even cope with that? Are they going to roll
up here with all that and hit us with—”


She cut him off. “What’s the weather data?”


“Not getting much but yeah, looks okay. Still, blue skies, wind
gusty but stable enough for—”


An explosion. 


Two hundred meters away, between the shuttle and the outpost, a
chunk of rocky ground erupted in a shower of gravel and dust. The sound of the
blast was a crack that she felt in the body of her flight suit. An incoming
alien weapon had exploded amongst the advancing human soldiers. 


The world slowed as her enhanced reactions cranked up a gear,
responding to her spike in adrenaline and cortisol.


Most Marines had hit the dirt, throwing themselves prone onto the
rough black bedrock. A few of them, like Captain Cassidy and Sergeant Gruger,
stood tall and issued orders, arms pointing.


More explosions followed the first, like a series of grenades
creeping closer to her shuttle. One detonation every second or two. 


Mehdi scooped up his gear, throwing armfuls of it down the hatch
before cradling his telescope and scurrying after the equipment. 


Sheila pinged Kat’s ear. “Danger. Threat detected. Recommend
immediate prep for takeoff.”


“You’re not wrong, Sheila,” Kat said, peering through the clouds
of debris, watching them bloom and die away in slow motion. “But we can’t leave
until we evacuate the wounded.”


Mehdi grabbed armfuls of his gear as he struggled to his feet and
headed for the hatch. “No one will come out into that. We need to be gone before
them or the shuttle will be hit.” 


She did not look at him, instead studying the pattern of
explosions. It was like a mortar attack. Explosive shelling. The plumes
bursting like flowers.


The detonations were not hitting the outpost. They were not hitting
the Lepus. Just the open ground in between, where the Marines ran for
cover. 


“Let’s get out of here,” Mehdi said, pausing by the open hatch
down to the cockpit. “No way will the wounded walk through all that.”


Explosions threw up debris but she could see movement at the
outpost. Kat gestured at a group of EVA-suited civilians hurrying from the
walls. 


“They must really want off this planet.”


“There they are,” Mehdi shouted. For a moment, she thought he
meant the civilians but his tone was all wrong. Then she saw his outstretched
arm pointing over her shoulder at the jagged hills. 


Oh shit. Here we go.


The wheelers were coming.
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Ram knew to keep low to reduce the chance of being hit by shrapnel
or blast damage but he was 2.5 meters tall and even crouching he was still the
biggest target around.


“Hit the deck, sir,” Gunnery Sergeant Wu shouted, crouching behind
a half-unpacked crate.


The sergeant and the six Marines with him at the rear of the Lepus
all hugged what cover they could to protect themselves from the alien mortar
fire.


From the rear of the shuttle, Ram watched the pattern of
explosions detonating at intervals between his position and the distant walls
of the outpost. Warning lights flashing on his AugHud. The blasts were surely
random, fired without a spotter. Lobbed high from the cover of the dark hills
beyond the outpost to explode on impact with whatever they hit.


“They’re not hitting the outpost,” Ram called out.


“Very interesting, sir,” Gunny Wu shouted back.


“Not hitting the shuttle, either,” Ram replied. 


“I guess we’ll see about that, sir,” Wu said. 


It was pretty clear to Ram that all they were hitting was bare
rock, sending up plumes of pulverized stuff after shattering the ground
beneath. 


Ram had a view clear across the open rectangle of land between the
shuttle, the outpost and where the plateau rose into a jumble of ancient
shattered and eroded stone. There was a lot of surface area in that open space.
An explosion hit every second or two, seemingly at a random location, the
plumes dissipating in the gusting wind, the tops of the debris clouds curling
over as they reached the prevailing currents a few meters up. 


A quick, rough calculation happened somewhere just below Ram’s
full consciousness.


“There’s less than a five percent chance of getting hit,” Ram said
to the Sergeant, straightening up. “We can continue to unpack the ETATs. In
fact, we should probably hustle, Gunny.”


“They’re not aiming for us,” Wu said, standing up, looking out at
the other Marines who were advancing through the incoming fire, running from
cover to cover, such as it was.


“They’re trying to stop us from reinforcing the outpost,” Ram said
to Wu. “The wheelers don’t want to damage the shuttle or the outpost, maybe?
Capture the materiel, not destroy it?”


Before the Sergeant could respond, orders came in from Captain
Cassidy on a directional broadcast to the group of Marines the rear of the
shuttle.


“I want F Team to unload those ETATs and get them moving. Mr.
Seti, you are formally attached to F Team. Ensign Tseng, you are in command of
Mr. Seti. He’s your problem. Watch out he doesn’t get you killed. And Ensign,
make… because… don’t…”


The signal fragmented into nothing.


The wheelhunters are able to flood the electromagnetic spectrum so
thoroughly that our comms equipment is unable to compensate.


He knew that was a fact, somehow, but couldn’t recall when he had
been told it. Probably on the shuttle.


“Where’s F Team?” Ram asked Wu.


On his AugHud, the icons for four Marines, one NCO, and one officer
lit up around him, overlaying the individuals taking cover behind crates,
vehicles and inside the rear of the shuttle.


The data showing the members of F Team scrolled over his eyes. His
AugHud had quickly adjusted itself to Ram’s data-processing speed and the text
flicked through his vision. As a leader of a highly-competitive online Avar
cooperative, Ram had spent years processing huge amounts of information in
seconds and he drank it all in. 


Ensign Tseng, Male, Macanese, Age 28


Sergeant Stirling, Male, Scottish, Age 26


Corporal Fury, Female, English, Age 36


Private Cooper, Male, American, Age 26


Private Flores, Female, Argentinian, Age 22


Private Harris, Male, American, Age 25


All team members were armed with standard issue gear but each of
them was tagged on the AugHud as NON-COMBAT.


What the hell? Who are these idiots?


“Order confirmed, sir. Seti, get over here,” Ensign Tseng said,
standing up from cover and waving Rama over to him.  The frequency of the
incoming rounds remained consistent and one exploded nearby, between two
unpacked crates. The blast wave, such as it was, blew past him, showering Ram
with stones that pinged off his armor and helmet. Ram did not slow down as he
jogged over to Ensign Tseng, his own breathing in his ears as he did so. The
Ensign had ducked behind his crate again when Rama crouched down beside him.


“Ensign Tseng. I’m Rama Seti, pleased to meet you.”


“I know who you are,” the Ensign said, scowling. He was tall and
thin but folded up in his black armor like an insect. Like Ram, he had no
assault rifle in hand. Unlike Ram, he had a combat knife in a hip holster that
was half a meter long and a huge pistol in a chest holster, red-tipped
magazines all around the webbing at his waist.


HK-15mm with AP rounds and a T-R Longblade. Officer’s loadout. 


The knowledge was there, in his memory but he had no idea how he
knew it.


“What are your orders, Ensign?”


The officer ignored him. “Stirling, get up and carry on. I want
these vehicles on their way to the forward fire teams inside of five minutes.”


“Sir,” the AugHud showed it was Sergeant Stirling speaking, from
out by the furthest ETAT vehicle, standing up with his arm out, gesturing.
“What about this incoming fire, Ensign?” The sergeant was a huge man, maybe the
biggest Marine Ram had seen. He towered over the others near him and the
breadth of his chest and shoulders was obvious even in the armor. From within
the visor, a brutish and malevolent face glared out, as if Sergeant Stirling
wanted nothing more than to tear the Ensign’s head off. 


Ensign Tseng scoffed. “It’s nuisance fire. Ignore it. That’s an
order.”


Before the comms clicked off, Sergeant Stirling—in a strong
Scottish accent—muttered, “No shit.”


A blast a few meters away threw fragments of stone over them,
pinging off the underside of the shuttle and the huge engine bells. 


From the cargo ramp, the pilot Lieutenant Kat Xenakis shouted at
them on the directional band. “Gunny Wu? I thought you were getting this shit
away from my shuttle? I need to turn about. And get those vehicles to the
outpost immediately. The civilian evacuees are heading this way.”


Ram had barely ever spoken to the pilot before but she seemed like
someone with a lot of energy. Even hidden in her heavy flight suit, he could
tell she was slim, tall, strong. She glared out of her visor with big dark eyes
and her top lip seemed to be always drawn back halfway between a smile and a
snarl. Xenakis spoke so quickly and with such forcefulness that the Marines
seemed to wilt a little in the face of it, despite the fact that she had no
official authority over any of them.


“Lieutenant Xenakis,” Ensign Tseng said before the Gunnery
Sergeant could reply. “I am in command of F Team. My orders are to arm the
ETATs and proceed to the outpost so they can provide fire support.”


“Arm the ETATs?” Lieutenant Xenakis shouted as she changed
direction, marching down the ramp right toward Ensign Tseng. “There’s no time
for all that, those civilians need help right now or they’re going to eat this
incoming fire. They’re walking wounded. Where’s Captain Cassidy? Tell him the
evacuees need a pickup. We had a clear view from the top of the shuttle but I
can’t send him the visual feed from the drone.”


The Ensign hesitated. “He’s still out there. The wheelers are
jamming our comms again, only short range comms is working now.”


“Well, Ensign, in that case, you’re going to have to show a little
initiative, aren’t you. I’ve just given you additional tactical information and
I believe the standing orders for this phase of your operation is to unload the
equipment and facilitate evacuation of the wounded.”


Ram looked back and forth between the UNOP Navy Lieutenant and the
UNOP Marine Corps Ensign. 


Ensign Tseng “Yes but—”


“They’ll get torn apart before they ever get here unless you get
those vehicles rolling, immediately,” Xenakis said. “And I need to get the shuttle
away from all this before she gets hit.”


The Ensign looked around, scanning left and right.


“I think we should do it,” Ram said, glancing at the pilot and
wondering if it was the best thing to do or if he only thought that because he
was attracted to her. “Get the wounded on the shuttle with the vehicles, then
take them to the front with the mounted weapons.”


“I’m in command,” Ensign Tseng said. An alien shell exploded a few
meters away. “I am in command. You do what I say, do you understand?”


“Fine, fine,” Ram said, holding out his hands. “Wouldn’t want it
any other way.”


Ensign Tseng glared at Ram but spoke to the others. “Gunnery
Sergeant Wu?” The sergeant was busy pushing a crate stack around a blast crater
a few meters to the north. “Please carry on unloading and my team will take the
vehicles to collect the injured from the outpost.”


Lieutenant Xenakis, nodded once at the Ensign, winked at Ram, then
jogged away back up the cargo ramp into her shuttle.


Ram helped the other Marines tear the protective layers off the
big vehicles while the explosions continued to smash into the ground between
them and the outpost. Captain Cassidy’s fire teams advanced obliquely across
the plain toward the enemy and took up positions to provide cover. 


“What about the civilians?” Ram called to Ensign Tseng. “The ones
in the shuttle. Milena and the engineers?”


The Ensign froze for a moment. “No one mentioned them to me. Not
my responsibility. One of the other teams must be escorting them into the
outpost.”


Ram looked through the debris clouds at the fire teams advancing
toward the enemy, making a staggered line between the shuttle and the outpost.
The command team under Captain Cassidy was closest, a couple of runners
streaming between the commander and the fire teams to relay orders the
old-fashioned way due to the dampening effects of the wheelhunter jammers. 


I should be out there. I should be armed and taking the fight to
the enemy. 


“We’re the closest team,” Ram said. “If we don’t get the civilians
from the shuttle, they’ll be cut off.”


“It’s not your concern,” Ensign Tseng said. “Harris, you’ll drive
this vehicle and Cooper, you take the other one. The moment it is operational,
head directly for the evacuees—”


“Take one of them,” Ram said, turning to head up into the shuttle.
“But do not move this ETAT until I get the civilians from the shuttle.”


“Stop,” Ensign Tseng said. “Seti, stop. That’s an order. You’re
under my command and I order you to stop.”


“I’ll be back in under five minutes,” Ram said, as the Ensign’s
objections broke up and died away.


Whether the Ensign would listen was another matter but Ram had to
try.


He strode up the ramp, jogged through the almost-empty cargo hold
and jumped up the steps through the hatch. By the side door looking out stood
Milena, unmistakable even in her EVA suit from the way she held herself, tilted
her hips, one arm leaning high on the frame, and the two engineers and the
biologist standing behind her.


“Milena,” Ram said and they all jumped like they’d been shot. The
group of four turned almost as one. 


“Ram,” Milena said, a rare smile appearing on her face. “Our suit
comms don’t work outside the shuttle. Lieutenant Xenakis said she’s about to
turn it around and to disembark but we couldn’t raise Captain—”


“I know,” Ram said. “Come with me. Your chariot awaits.”


I hope.


He had to help the civilians down the hatch ladder, all but
Milena. They struggled as if they had never worn an EVA suit before.


You’ve never worn one before, either. 


“Come on, hurry up,” Ram ordered then, herding them down the cargo
ramp.


One of the ETATs was bouncing away toward the outpost. The other
was just starting to crawl away, two Marines in the front, one in the back. The
explosions continued, throwing pulverized rock into the air.


“Hey, wait,” Ram shouted and ran toward them. “Stop, wait for
passengers, wait.” He hoped the wheeler interference would let the signal
through. 


The ETAT slowed and Ensign Tseng’s voice sounded in his ear,
sighing. “Alright, hurry them up, Mr. Seti. Stirling, Cooper. Hold it there.”


The four civilians climbed into the rear seats and Ram started to
get in the flatbed section at the very back.


“Hold on,” Ensign Tseng said. “You can’t get on, Seti. You’re too
heavy. Wait here.”


Ram glanced at him. “On Arcadia, the Extraterrestrial All-Terrain
vehicles are rated to carry five hundred kilos in the rear cargo section, so
there’s excess capacity for supplies and gear. In fact, hold on.”


“What the hell are you doing?” Tseng said. “We’re going to go
without you.”


“Just wait.” Ram hoped they would not drive off while he ran to
the stacks of boxes, searched for the one he needed while Tseng shouted at him
and grabbed the weapon crate. He ran to the buggy, threw it in the back and
pulled himself into the open rear flatbed. 


“Alright, let’s go,” Ram shouted as he jumped on. The ETAT
suspension creaked under his weight. 


Private Cooper, in the driver’s seat, was a fit and handsome
blond-haired American. The kind of man that Ram had grown up being jealous of.
The private looked back at the Ensign, who gave the order and the ETAT whirred
into life, Cooper accelerating rapidly across the plain, heading for the
distant outpost. Ram crouched and held on to the roll bars above his head, hands
either side of the empty mount for the crewed weapons. 


Explosions burst around them as the buggy raced toward the walls
of the outpost. Towards the stream of civilian walking wounded coming toward
the shuttle for evacuation. 


Ram had a moment of exhilaration. A feeling of joy at the fact of
what was happening. The black ground rushing beneath the wheels of the Marine
Corps’ extraterrestrial transport vehicle as it bounced hard on the suspension,
jerking his view around. Above, the turquoise sky and pink-tinged white clouds
of an alien word. It was like being back in Avar, in a military game racing
toward the combat area and he almost let out a whoop from the sheer thrill of
it. He recalled his old colleagues in Rubicon, the Avar coop he had founded and
he wondered how they were doing. Whether they were still competitive in the
rankings without him to lead them. 


The ground in front of the ETAT exploded in a black plume of
debris. Private Cooper swerved the vehicle hard to the left, throwing the buggy
onto two wheels and Ram leaned to his right, stopping it from tipping all the
way over. It crashed down hard and bounced. Still, the explosion smashed a
shower of stones into them. The vehicle was constructed of hollow tubes and was
completely open, offering no protection from the shrapnel. There was no time to
do anything other than instinctively duck and weather the impacts. They rang
his helmet and his armor and pinged against the frame of the vehicle. 


And they were through. Clear air ahead to the outpost.


The other ETAT-24 bounced toward them and then went right by,
heading the other way, back to the shuttle. The rear of the large buggy filled
to bursting with wounded civilian staff being evacuated. It rode low on the
suspension, with eight or nine EVA-suited people in the seats and hanging on to
the frame. Private Harris, driving the other vehicle gave an elaborate, lordly
wave to Private Cooper, who waved back as they passed each other a few meters
apart. 


Private Harris was another American, as dark and ugly as his
countryman was blond and handsome. Both seemed to be treating the current
situation lightly. Ram wondered what action they had seen before where they
would be so relaxed. Maybe they had been conditioned to enjoy combat, as Ram
supposedly had. Maybe they were just a couple of arrogant assholes. 


“Few more for you back there, sir,” Private Flores said from the
other ETAT as it went by. She jerked her thumb back at the outpost. She was
young and stocky, which probably meant she was taking huge doses of steroids or
she had undergone some gene editing. 


It wasn’t much further to go when a blast erupted over them.
Showering them with pinging shards of stone. Again, the damage seemed
superficial. 


“Jamie!” One of the civilians shouted. “Oh, Jesus, no.”


One of the civilians in Ram’s ETAT was slumped over, his helmet
resting on the seat in front, limbs flopping from the bumpy ride in a way that
declared the man was unconscious. Or dead. Stone shrapnel from the explosion
must have struck him, caught him in the face. 


Ram watched from the rear while Milena helped the other civilians
to drag the unconscious one upright and his head rolled back, exposing the
smashed visor and a face inside covered with blood. Breathable air would be
rushing from the helmet and if the man was not dead from his wounds then he
would suffer from the low oxygen atmosphere of the planet.


“What do we do?” The engineer, the wounded man’s colleague
shouted. 


Sergeant Stirling, in the front passenger seat, turned. “Just
cover the leak,” he said, his big face twisted in contempt. “Don’t worry about
it.”


“Cover it with what?” the engineer shouted back.


“Anything,” Stirling said, turning back to face the front as if he
could not have cared less. “Use your hands. We’ll be there in a moment.”


“My fucking hands?” the engineer said. “We need to go back to the
shuttle, now. He’s losing air.”


“He will be fine,” Milena said, her voice perfectly level. “Plenty
of air left in his suit. We need sheeting. Something like a bag to wrap over
his head.”


The ETAT-24 had been wrapped in a dozen square meters of
impermeable sheeting but they had left it all back at the shuttle, blowing away
in the Arcadian wind. Surely there was something else they could use? 


An explosion hit a few meters to the east but the few stones that
struck them had lost most of their momentum. The buggy slowed as it approached
the line of fleeing civilians in their EVA suits. Most were on foot, one was on
a stretcher and another was half-carried between two others who helped her along.



“Someone help us,” the engineer said, trying to hold his hands and
the hands of the other civilians over the smashed visor.


As far as Ram could make out, the evacuating civilians seemed
pretty much uninjured. Perhaps they had sustained injuries inside their suits.
He knew that wheelers had broken into part of the outpost during the previous
attack on the outpost. Ram would have to ensure that if they did so again, he
would be ready to defend himself and Milena and the others. Defend them as best
he could without the rifle they had made for him.


That was it.


“I have something,” Ram said and dragged out the case he had
taken. He popped the catches and there it was.


His sword. 


The blade was wrapped in transparent plastic. He drew the weapon
and unwound the sheet from it. The blade had a thin coating of oil over it, as
did the plastic sheet. 


“Here, use this. Quickly, take it. You’ll have to hold it in
place, maybe.”


“Thank, you, Ram, thank you.” The engineer wrapped his colleague’s
head in plastic and drew it in tight around his neck. “Hang in there, Jamie,
hang in there.”


Ram held his massive sword, turned it over in his hands. The
real-world, scaled-up replica of his favorite Avar weapon. How many hundreds
and thousands of hours had he used the virtual version of it? He had used it
against virtual Vikings and historically-dubious Saxons but now he would use it
against aliens on a planet in another star system.


The very fact of his situation was almost devastatingly strange
and disturbing. He backed away from the thought before it overwhelmed his
sanity.  


When they reached the group of six wounded civilians fleeing the
outpost, the ETAT skidded to a stop. 


“Marines and civilians out,” Sergeant Stirling called. “Wounded
onto the vehicle. Quickly, please, ladies and gentlemen.”


Ram jumped off the back, clutching his sword and the tactical
scabbard which he clipped to his armor’s webbing at the left hip.


“I’ll carry him in,” Ram said to the civilians in the back,
indicating the wounded man, helmet wrapped in oily plastic. 


“No way,” the engineer shouted, cradling his colleague in his
arms. “He’s wounded. He must go back to the ship, on the shuttle.”


“No.” Milena spoke firmly, laying her hand
on the engineer’s shoulder. “Jamie can’t go back to the ship. He’s been exposed
to the atmosphere. He has to stay planetside.”


The engineer shook his head inside his helmet. “He wouldn’t have
been exposed, all the air was still coming from his suit, it would have pushed
the planet’s atmosphere out. No contamination possible. Come on.”


“Doesn’t matter,” Milena said. “The containment protocols will not
be relaxed. If he goes up on the shuttle, they’ll never let him out of the Victory’s
airlock. Even if he doesn’t die of his injuries, they’ll end up blowing him
into space rather than risk contaminating the ship.”


The engineer was horrified. “They wouldn’t do it.” 


Milena did not budge. “You know they would. You know their
philosophy. They’re technoprimitivists to the core. The ends will always
justify the means for them. They will never let Jamie on the Victory
like this. He stays here, under quarantine. Come on, they’ll take care of him.”


The Marines helped the wounded onto the ETAT. Blasts of incoming
fire continued. Rama looked at the pattern and discerned that the frequency had
increased considerably but the area the wheelers were shelling was thousands of
square meters and the chances of a direct hit remained negligible. 


The engineer had not given up his argument with Milena. “What
about all these people? There’s decontamination protocols. They’ve been here
weeks, they’ll be far more exposed than Jamie—”


“Anyone found to have been directly exposed to the planet’s
atmosphere, soil or water will face the same treatment.”


Ram sheathed his huge sword, stepped forward, gently but firmly pulled
the engineer away and picked up the wounded man.


“Leave him alone,” the engineer protested. 


Ram ignored him, instead speaking to Milena and the Marines.
“We’re wasting time. Come on.” Compared to Ram, the wounded man in his arms was
small and light as a sleeping child. A shell exploded close enough to make the
civilians flinch.


The hulking Sergeant Stirling growled at the small group of
wounded civilians. “Everyone get on the vehicle, now, come on, let’s go,
people. Anyone want to drive?” A small, limping guy volunteered and the
sergeant swung him into the driver’s seat. “You’re sure, sir? That’s right, you
just push this button to accelerate and this one to brake. Don’t go too fast,
it’s got some serious poke, alright, sir? Okay, give us a moment to get clear
then straight line it back to the rear of the shuttle. Not too fast now, sir.”


The ETAT-24 whirred into life and surged away, an injured civilian
in nominal control. A wheeler round burst five meters from them and it raced
faster, the driver possibly panicking.


“Think they’ll make it back okay, Sarge?” Private Cooper asked.


Stirling snorted. “It’ll be a bloody miracle.”


“Alright, everyone,” Ensign Tseng called. “Just fifty meters north
to the outpost, on foot, quick as we can. Cooper, you take point, Stirling at
the rear. Seti, you will join the civilians in the middle group. Come on, let’s
go, let’s go. Quick as you like.”


Private Cooper on point hugged his battle rifle and advanced
straight toward the wall of the compound, with everyone following behind. “Hope
they don’t have the Hive Queen with them, Sarge,” Cooper shouted. 


“Shut up about the Hive Queen,” Stirling said. “No one finds it
amusing, Cooper. Stay focused.”


Cooper laughed.


Ram, carrying the wounded and unconscious man, fell into step beside
Milena. “How are you?” he asked her. He smiled in order to make her feel
better. 


She glanced up at him, arching an eyebrow. “Why do I get the feeling
you’re enjoying yourself?”


“I don’t know,” he said, shifting the unconscious man in his arms.
“I’m taking this seriously. And I’d rather be out there, weapon in my hand.” He
nodded across the plain, to where the other Marines in their fire teams advanced
to the front of the outpost. “But you have to admit, this is better than being
dead. Pretty significantly better.”


I was dead. The wheeler killed me. Tore me apart. But if I died,
what am I now?


“Well, don’t get too excited,” Milena said, as an alien explosive
round smashed into the ground between them and the side wall of the outpost.
The pieces rained down all around the small group. “You’ll have plenty of
opportunity around here to become dead again.”


As if to underline her point, yet another wheelhunter shell
exploded just beside them and they picked up their pace.


Along the route from the shuttle to the compound, hundreds of
meters away from Ram, Captain Cassidy’s Marines still pushed forward, many of
them firing at an unseen enemy. The battle had begun. It was frustrating that
the enemy interference cut him off from speaking to Cassidy. Ram wondered if he
should abandon the civilians and Lieutenant Tseng’s F Team in order to support
the real Marines, out there fighting the enemy. Rifles snapped controlled
bursts, support weapons kept up longer bursts of fire, and every now and then a
long-range rifle would crack a high caliber supersonic projectile at the unseen
wheelers. 


And then he saw them. At least, he caught a glimpse of a
wheelhunter vehicle. Just the corner of one but he knew, somehow, recognized
the structure of it from the shape and the angles of the alloy exterior. It
rolled forward from behind a jagged outcrop, out of a shallow gulley, perhaps,
already firing the long-barreled turret weapon on top of the squat vehicle. 


A wheelhunter combat vehicle.


UNOP designation; Wildcat. Main
weapon fires ultrahigh density plasma pulses.


How did I know that?


The Wildcat tank weapon whirred and flashed long streaks of white,
shredded the Marine fire team that was nearest to it as they fell back. A
Marine antitank weapon fired in return, streaking across the black surface of
the planet leaving a plume of smoke behind it. The missile slammed into the
front of the Wildcat, the hard explosion felt in Ram’s guts a moment or two
after he saw it.


With barely a pause, the Wildcat plowed on, turning its turret toward
the antitank weapon and firing along the line of the missile’s smoke trail, the
wheeler projectiles dissipating the plume as it did so.


Ram caught a glimpse, through the haze, of alien infantry rolling
behind the Wildcat tank. The wheelers on the planet were all clad in EVA suits
of their own—tight, black, sleek—covering all their six legs, both long arms
and the central hub. From this distance, it looked like a giant bug scurrying
to cover from beneath a lifted stone or log.  


How many of them were out there? How many vehicles like the
Wildcat did the enemy have in operation?


Ram wished he had his rifle. 


Ahead, the walls of the outpost loomed. Just five meters high,
they were made from the walls of transport containers and parts of the Victory,
dropped from orbit and assembled on site. In the far corner, an antenna
jutted up many times higher than the roof of the structure. The team approached
midway along where two sections joined, there was an airlock, door wide open
and inviting. 


“Everyone inside,” Sergeant Stirling ordered. “Right, sir?”


Ensign Tseng glared at Stirling, who looked down at the officer
with a blank expression. “That’s right,” Tseng said, his voice a jagged growl.


There was not quite room for all of them to fit in. Ram passed the
wounded engineer to the others to carry so that the injured man would quickly
get to relative safety. While Milena and the civilians went through the cycle,
Ram stood outside and watched the distant Marine fire teams spreading around
the new threat. Rounds ricocheted from the armor of the rumbling enemy tank but
many of the Marines kept up their fire anyway. 


“They should hold fire,” Ram said to the Marines around him.
“Unless they’re trying to lure the alien tanks to them. What do we have that
would take out those Wildcat vehicles?”


Ensign Tseng scoffed. “You do not have anything. Leave it
to the real professionals, Seti.”


When the airlock door hissed open, Tseng and Private Cooper ducked
inside.  


“You too, sir,” Sergeant Stirling said from beside him. “Into the
airlock,” he added.


“I’m going to help,” Ram said, pointing across through the
drifting dust at the edge of the battle beyond.


“Going to attack the alien tank with your sword, sir?” the
sergeant said. 


“If I have to.”


“If it’s a fight you’re after, sir, the wheelers are also
attacking the front of the outpost, which is full of useless civilians looking
to us Marines to help them,” Stirling said. “So, respectfully, sir, get inside
the fucking airlock.”


Ram ducked inside and the Sergeant slammed the airlock door behind
both of them.


 
















 


4.


 


“That’s a bloody wheeler tank, Mehdi, one of those Wildcat
bastards,” Kat shouted from the cockpit. “Get your skinny ass back down here,
now.”


The view through the cockpit windows showed little more than views
of the green-blue sky and the tops of the jagged, black hills with the clouds
above. But she had sight of the entire area through the shuttle cameras
relaying live images from all around and could see the enemy approaching the
outpost. Even though the square structure was big enough to house over a hundred
people, from this distance it seemed so isolated and vulnerable. A fort in
enemy territory.


“Marines will deal with it,” Mehdi said, speaking with infuriating
slowness. “Remember the briefing on it? They had one in the last attack and it
withdrew after they hit it with small arms. I don’t think that weapon on top
has the range to reach us. There’s no rush, Kat.” He was up on the roof with
his gear and enjoying his vantage point. 


She took a breath before answering and focused on keeping her
voice level and professional. “That weapon is on a vehicle, Mehdi. A wheeled
vehicle that is rolling this way, which makes the range on the weapon of little
relevance, right? Don’t make me say it, mate.”


“Kat—”


“I’m Lieutenant fucking Xenakis and I’m ordering you down from the
exterior of my shuttle. Now.”


Mehdi hesitated before he grumbled his reply. “Acknowledged.”


“Jesus Christ,” Kat muttered to herself, “why does he have to
argue about every single little fucking pointless thing? Twat.”


Sheila piped up. “Fuel rebalancing completed. All engines
ready.”


“Thank you, Sheila, love. Are these batteries reading correctly?
Sixty-eight percent?”


“Confirmed. Kinetic breaking restored twelve percent of total
capacity.”


The aliens were pressing their attack against the outpost but she
could not see them directly from her view out the cockpit window. That was just
fine by her. Kat wanted to get the hell out of there, just as soon as the
wounded were all onboard.


A wheelhunter shell burst close to the cockpit, showering Captain
Cassidy’s Command Team with debris. Surely, the teams close to the outpost were
getting hit by direct enemy fire. The Marines were certainly shooting back, she
could see them 


It was unsettling to have the comms jammed and be unable to
communicate with them, with Captain Cassidy in particular. But she had to trust
him and his Marines to do their job and she had to be focused on her own.


“How long until Optimal Launch Window for fastest rendezvous with
the Victory?”


Fuel was not a consideration as they had enough to do two trips
without refueling if need be. But she had a duty to get the wounded up to the
ship’s medical team as soon as was possible.


“Optimal Launch Window in twenty-two minutes.”


Kat whistled. “Nice. Where are the outpost evacuees?”


“First group boarding now. Second on the ground, approaching at
speed.”


“Sheila, have I ever told you that I love you?”


“I live for those moments.”


“Ha ha, Sheila, you crack me up.”


Behind her, Mehdi dropped down the ladder in a shower of equipment
and microdrones. 


“They can’t take out that tank,” he shouted. “It’s stopped
advancing but they hit it with three rockets and it’s still firing.”


She turned in her seat. He was frantically stowing his gear into
the lockers. “All the heavy weapons are in the crates on the landing strip,
they haven’t had time to deploy them.”


Kat hesitated. She did not want to get involved with combat. That
was not her job. On the other hand, there was an option they had trained for.


“Mehdi,” she said. “Go and help Sergeant Wu set up the cannon on
the ramp? We’ll try to provide supporting fire as we take off.”


“There’s not much time,” Mehdi said. “I’ll get Gunny Wu to man the
weapon.”


“No,” Kat said. “Him and his team are going to stay planetside so
you’ll have to man the cannon.”


“No way,” Mehdi said. “No way, link the controls to Sheila
remotely.”


“You know she can’t operate weapons, Mehdi.”


“That’s only on humans,” he said. “Not aliens.”


“Yeah, I know but it’s a core restriction. It’s embedded in her.
She just can’t do it.”


“Bullshit,” he said. “You get around every other restraint it’s
supposed to have, why not this? Sheila? You can operate a weapon against
aliens, right?”


The AI, wisely, kept silent. 


“You’ll be okay,” Kat said. “There’s no indication that the
wheelhunters can shoot up.”


“Are you joking right now?”


“Mehdi, don’t be a coward. Anyway, you don’t have to make any decisions
here, it’s alright. I’m ordering you. Now get back there and do your job. You
said yourself that the Marines need our help. If you live through this, you’ll
be a hero, Mehdi. I swear to you, I’ll make sure you get a medal. They’ll put
your face on all the UNOP promotional shit, you’ll see.”


He sighed dramatically and stomped out of the cockpit. All he ever
wanted was recognition. She felt sorry for him, felt sorry about the fact that
he was so easy to manipulate.


That’s the job, Kat. Professional asshole. 


The internal cameras showed wounded evacuees were strapping into
their chairs in the passenger compartment. A few more pulled themselves up the
steps into the shuttle.


Out the front window, the Wildcat kept up its rate of fire,
spitting long streams of white-hot plasma or whatever the hell it really was.
The Marines were huddled in the craters caused by the wheelhunters and any
slight depressions and decent sized boulder on the plain. She had to get in the
air. 


“Sheila, spin up the wheel motors and make sure they’re running
okay before we taxi.”


“Confirmed.”


While the huge electric motors hummed into life, Kat brought up
the video feeds of the rear. They showed Marines driving away in the two
ETAT-24s, both machines weighed down with equipment and dragging cargo sledges,
moving away from her shuttle. She could see no one else outside and just a few
crates and scattered packing material, nothing that her wheels could not crush
with ease.


Mehdi was making last minute additions to his heavy weapon
emplacement on the cargo ramp. The heavy-duty tripod was bolted to the deck,
the gun system mounted on the gimbled joint in between. Kat watched Mehdi
fixing the belt of ammo to the gun and locking it in place. The shells were
massive. She hoped that they would do the trick. 


I need to get in the air. 


“Sergeant Wu, please confirm that you and the Marines are clear
and away.”


The response was garbled and died away into nothing.


“They are well clear, Lieutenant,” Mehdi said, coming in clear.
The shuttle’s comms system was powerful and shielded well enough for space,
whereas the Marines’ comms systems—integrated into their armor—was puny by comparison.
“I’m seriously exposed back here, Kat. The nest we’ve built isn’t exactly a
bunker. Can you see this? Some crates glued together, and a bunch of saggy
sandbags on the outside. There’s no way it will stop one of those wheeler
shells.”


“Well, you’ll just have to make sure you take them out first.
You’re looking great, Mehdi. Raise the ramp by two meters and strap yourself in
tight. Pilot out.”


“Take them out first? Are you crazy? You do know I’m never going
to hit one of those tanks with this absurd, great—”


She muted his comms and checked her control panels.


“Sheila, are there any problems?”


“Rather surprisingly, everything is nominal. That has to be a
first, Kat.”


Kat laughed. “Keep your witticisms under control until we’re in
space, Sheila. We don’t have time for personality right now.”


“Confirmed. Boring mode enabled.”


Kat rolled her eyes and disengaged the breaks and eased the
shuttle backwards. It felt good to be moving again. Moving away from the battle
that seemed to be growing in intensity with every passing minute.


Ahead, where the Wildcat sat shooting bursts of fire at the
Marines, a second armored vehicle, a Wildcat identical to the first rolled
forward.


It advanced beyond the immobile one, probably going at no more
than 20kph but it was enough to scatter many of the Marines that were roughly
in its path. Some fell back toward the Lepus, others headed northwest,
toward the outpost. But this bought them across the line of fire for the
stationary, possibly damaged, wheeler Wildcat.


Kat was watching through her cockpit window with her own eyes just
as one of the Marines was hit by a burst of white tracer rounds. It happened
moments after as he popped up and started to run for the next depression. The
wheeler weapon fire shredded the Marine. The momentum of their run carried them
forward but the force of the shots sent the body tumbling away, too. As it did
so, the Marine’s body came apart, shredded but elongated and held together by
the strength of his EVA armor. There was no blood. Perhaps the rotation of the
remains kept the blood inside the flesh and inside the suit. The elongated,
shredded body smashed into the black ground like a wet blanket and rolled to a
stop, wrapping itself around a cluster of small boulders.


“Sheila, keep an eye on the rim of the lowered ramp. Raise it before
it hits the surface.”


She backed away from the battlefield, slowly at first and then
accelerating to get completely clear of the remaining cargo sitting in the
airstrip.


“We’re going to have to get up in a hurry,” Kat said to Sheila,
“so you make sure to turn off all the limiters.”


“Confirmed,” Sheila said, in her serious voice. 


“I mean it, don’t you go overriding me.”


“Confirmed,” Sheila said. “I trust you completely, Kat.”


The enemy tank advanced from the hills, swerving now as if turning
for the shuttle. 


“Spinning you about, Sheila.”


The shuttle’s huge wheels could each turn up to 180 degrees and so
her turning circle was as tight as a duck’s ass. They were halfway round when
the wheeler shelling began bursting close enough to cause damage. A series of
explosions erupted under the left wing, the blast waves rocking the huge
machine back and forth. The hull resounded like it was raining metal. 


 “What the fuck was that?” Mehdi shouted, his voice slow like he
was speaking through treacle. Kat’s ERANS had stepped up a gear in response to
her spike in adrenaline. It was there to enhance her decision-making speed
which was life and death to a combat pilot. But trying to converse with normal
humans was infuriating. 


She ignored him. “Sheila, report damage.”


“No damage sustained.”


“Really?” Kat felt herself grinning. “Well, alright—”


An almighty bang. The shuttle lurched and Kat felt the impact
through her hands and her ass before the sensors reported the damaged location.
Her fear response ramped up.  As adrenaline surged through her system, her
ERANS slowed her perception of reality and so increased her objective reaction
time. She watched as the panels around her flashed, the glowing pulses
apparently slowed, only for her, from small red dots into photon blooms that
fused into lines and curves of text.


DAMAGE. WARNING. RCS THRUSTER #3P.


Just a portside thruster. A minor problem to address when reaching
orbit and no danger to takeoff or atmospheric flight. 


Mehdi shouted an incoherent cry, the shuttle turning him into full
view of the advancing Wildcat and the cargo camera showed a shower of hot
debris cascading down from the engines above the open ramp. Mehdi was ducked
down inside his sandbagged gun emplacement on the open ramp. She hoped he would
not take any direct fire.


As the Lepus came fully about she relaxed a little from the
initial panic and immediately felt the world begin to speed up as the
adrenaline uptake reduced. 


Still, it would take a long time, subjectively-whole seconds in
objective time-for the ERANS to back off.


On the screens, she saw the mobile alien Wildcat tank firing its
weapon at her shuttle, the images flicking slowly through the frames, a dashed
streak of white fire chewing through the exterior of the thruster.


After a final check of fuel flow screen, Kat hit ignition for the
Gyrfalcon Engines. She exhaled the breath she didn’t know she had been holding
when the shuttle rumbled into life. Praying that nothing would break, she
pushed the throttle toward takeoff speed. 


The powerful engines responded and the shuttle leapt forward,
pushing her back in her seat. It was a delicious feeling and she savored the
massive power pushing the machine down the airstrip. 


Mehdi was making some sort of groaning sound. She checked the
cargo camera and he did not appear injured, simply afraid of getting hit now
that the rear was open to the enemy Wildcat fire. But they surged away from it
and the enemy fire dropped off. 


“Mehdi,” Kat said, hearing her voice come out infuriatingly
slowly, “Just like we discussed. Just like we played. Please return fire on
those alien tanks.”


Despite her order, he did not move or even acknowledge it. She had
to adjust her expectations for the response time for people who did not have ERANS
augmentation.  


The shuttle bounced down the airstrip, engines purring as they
approached optimal output and the amber lights indicated takeoff speed was
approaching. She eased the stick back and the barely-loaded shuttle—other than
a handful of wounded passengers—responded immediately, almost leaping into the
air. She climbed to five-hundred meters, rolled the shuttle and banked to the
north. 


“Mehdi, you with me, mate?” 


“Jesus Christ,” he said. She looked at him on the screen, gripping
the massive gun but ducking down behind his meagre protection. “This is crazy,
Kat. This isn’t going to work. It’s just like you always say. Let the Marines
do their job and we should do ours. If the wheelers take us out, how does that
help the mission?”


“I’ll line you up,” she said, not willing to have a debate.
Despite that, she had to coach him into acting properly. “And all you need to
do is point and shoot. You’ve trained on that gun, Mehdi. Coming about. You’ve
trained for it. Point and shoot, that’s all.”


“Jesus Christ, Kat.” She watched his image shaking its head. 


“I’m taking us out to the north now and we’ll circle around the
outpost once, staying just this side of the hills. I’ll bank over as we go over
the wheeler forces. Focus fire on the larger vehicles and leave the wheeler
infantry. Even a few hits with the cannon might weaken the armor enough for the
rest of them to help.”


“I’ll be lucky to even hit a mountain with this.”


“I’ll descend and go slow as I can.”


“Jesus Christ, Kat, don’t stall, okay?”


“Mehdi, come on,” Kat said. “Who are you talking to here?”


Looking down on the outpost as she made a wide circle around it,
she saw how the wheelers had advanced all the way to the eastern perimeter. In
fact, they might have already broken inside. The wheelhunter vehicles rolled
out of the hills, just six of them in total but one was hard against the
northern corner of the eastern wall - crashed into it, maybe - and the aliens
themselves in their black suits were scrambling all over the walls and the roof
of the outpost like gigantic spiders.


Most of Cassidy’s Marines were attacking the flank of the
wheelhunter assault but they were suppressed by two of the Wildcats. As she
banked around the final turn she watched another rocket streak across the
surface and smash into the leading tank. The Wildcat shuddered with the impact
and stopped in its tracks. 


Kat completed the final turn and reduced her speed. 


“Time to be a hero, Mehdi.”


“I’m ready,” he shouted, then added something else that broke up.


Her screens flickered. The instruments but also her external and
internal cameras, so she could not see what was underneath her cockpit. The
wheelhunters flooded the electromagnetic spectrum as part of their attack but
Kat had assumed her shuttle was shielded enough to resist that interference.
Perhaps passing over them at 500 meters hadn’t been such a good idea. 


“Sheila, can you do anything about this jamming?”


The shuttle AI did not answer. 


Oh, shit.


The AI core at the rear of her cockpit was protected by additional
shielding but it was obviously not enough to guard against the alien
electromagnetic disruption technology. However they had weaponized it, they
must be going through an enormous amount of energy to send out an endless
series of varied pulses, or whatever the hell the bastards were doing. 


The shuttle slowed to a hair’s breadth above stalling speed as she
passed above the alien attack. Making her best judgement, she fully extended
the cargo ramp, increased her speed, climbed and rolled the shuttle to give
Mehdi a clear view of the aliens. 


Immediately, she felt and heard him open up with the large caliber
emplaced weapon. The gun fired just two of its huge shells every second but
what it lacked in rate of fire, it made up in caliber, mass and velocity. Mehdi
fired without pausing as she made her low pass over the wheelhunter attack.
They must have taken the aliens by surprise, at least at first. 


Only when she was a good half a klick beyond them did the screens
come back and Mehdi’s cries of joy or whatever they were filled her ears. 


“I got one, Kat, I got one, did you see that? I got you, you piece
of shit.” Mehdi started to whoop but the sound of it died in his throat. “Oh
shit!”


A series of bangs rocked her shuttle and she saw the fire arcing
in at her on the screens. The white fire continued below the shuttle and she
continued her banking turn without any obvious problems. The most advanced
Wildcat was now a smoking ruin but the other one, already immobilized by the
Marines, kept shooting up at her in a huge arc. Strange that their weapons were
so low velocity. Powerful enough to shred a Marine, though.


“Sheila, you there, sweetheart?” 


“Affirmative. Minimal damage to fuselage.”


“Will it stop us reaching orbit?”


“Negative.”


“Can we fix it on the Victory?”


“High probability that damage is limited to semi-ablative
panels.”


“Mehdi?” Kat said. “We’re going to make another pass.”


It was a good few seconds before he responded. “Are you fucking
crazy?”


“Language, Mehdi.”


“We almost got shot down. This time they’ll be waiting for us,
we’ll get hit right away.”


“Listen, you did great in that last pass but the wheelers aren’t
retreating yet. Sheila says we’re okay, we’re not damaged. We’ll come around
again and this time you take out that tank that’s shooting at us, okay?”


“We’re going to get hit. I’m exposed here. Really exposed.”


Kat banked the shuttle around the outpost, descending a little
with each maneuver while also reducing speed.


“You’re the hunter, mate. You’re the hunter, not the prey,
alright?”


She could hear the sneer on his face when he answered. “Let’s save
the slogans until we’re back home on the Victory, shall we?”


Kat knew he could do it. All he needed was confidence to aim
straight. “This time we’ll be moving faster. And I’ll take a different line,
okay? Nearer to the hills. You just focus on staying on target. Don’t hit any
Marines.”


He was angry. “If you crash into a mountain, I’m going to kill
you.”


Her control panels flickered as she completed her final turn.
“Starting the run now.”


The panels blanked out. Sheila would be offline or wherever she
was. 


Kat looked out toward the hills. It was a dangerous decision, she
knew that. Flying toward rising, jagged ground without instruments and with an
AI that couldn’t talk or worse. But it might give her a few seconds initiative
on the wheelhunters. They were brutal, massive and technologically adept but
they didn’t seem like the quickest bunch in the galaxy. She rolled and climbed,
pointing the rear of the shuttle at where she imagined the Wildcat would be.


Mehdi fired, the weapon churning through its ammo steadily. With
her instruments out, she could only guess how he was doing. She imagined the
rounds plowing through the dirt toward the tank. 


Come on, Mehdi.


Her screens flickered, coming back to life. In her rear camera,
she saw a line of incoming fire.


“Mehdi—” she shouted. At the same time, she jerked the stick up
and maxed the engines to get above the arc of the alien weapon.


A deafening chain of bangs sounded as the shuttle shuddered and
rocked. Her newly-functional panels screamed warnings at her. Damage reports,
altitude warnings and she urged the shuttle higher.


The world slowed as her ERANS kicked in.


With the ERANS speeding up the transfer of information around her
brain and between the nerves of her body, not least her eyes, she saw that with
her rate of ascent and thrust that she would clear the jagged peak ahead.


She saw, in the distance directly behind her, the second
wheelhunter Wildcat with a plume of smoke curling from the top where the weapon
turret had been. Mehdi had done it. Those hours practicing in Avar with the
weapon had paid off. 


She saw, on the internal camera, the cargo compartment filled with
clouds of debris, smoke and dying sparks that the fire suppression system had
put out. 


She saw Mehdi’s body slumped in the harness, half of his torso,
one shoulder and arm destroyed. Just gone. There was no blood. Probably it had
all fallen straight out. For a moment, she hoped that there would be some way
to restore him. The doctors on the Victory were the best trauma surgeons, with
the best equipment. It was a long way but if she could get him home in time,
perhaps they could preserve his brain like they had done with the Orb combat
subjects. Regrow his tissue and bring him back to himself. 


But his head rolled and she saw the damage to the cranial section
of his helmet. The darkness beneath.


“Close the ramp, Sheila,” she said, her voice slow and flat.


“Closing.” It seemed to take a long time. Kat climbed into
a perfectly clear blue sky. A few klicks to the east, a cirrus layer hung like
a tattered shroud. “Cargo compartment closed.”


“What’s the damage?”


“Cargo compartment interior requires replacement but integrity
intact. Limited damage to Ion Thruster 1. Additional ablative panel damage to
fuselage.”


“How are the passengers?”


“Alive, though their biometrics show high degrees of distress.
However, Flight Officer Moreau—”


“I know.” Kat snapped. “I know how Mehdi is.”


Below, she watched the wheelhunter attack continuing on the
outpost.


“Plot the most efficient course to orbit and from here to the Victory.
It’s up to the people on the ground, now. We’ve done all we can.”


 


 
















 


5.


 


Ram stepped out of the south wing airlock and followed the Marines
indoors into a reception room beyond. It was a small, bare space, functioning
as little more than a junction between other sections of the outpost. Metal
doors on either side led deeper into the corridors and rooms of the outpost.
Ahead, an open door led into the center of the outpost, the area roofed over
with the transparent bubble dome, the sunlight bright enough to overwhelm the
artificial lighting on the ceiling.


 The outpost was a large square, the four sides made from
repurposed cargo containers, internal and external sections cut from the
Victory, dropped to the surface by landers and welded together. They formed
floor, walls and ceiling, a flattened oblong in cross section with internal
divisions inside forming the rooms, the laboratories and dorms, the mess hall,
power plant, storage.


Forming them into a square left the center a protected space
where, in time, they would start to grow food for the outpost. A step necessary
for eventually turning an outpost into a colony. For now, though, it was bare
but for the black rock underfoot and stacks of equipment and tools leftover
from the construction. 


The transparent material was tough but light. The bubble dome had
been rolled out from a single sheet, stretched between the internal walls and a
specific current run through it to stretch it up into a low-profile dome,
before another charge turned it solid and airtight. Looking through the door
from the junction room out at the turquoise sky above was like peering through
a window into a peaceful alternate universe.


He stepped into a scene of muted chaos.


Sounds of battle came from the attacked side. Assault rifles,
three or four, firing bursts and the resounding bangs of explosives and
physical strikes to the outpost superstructure. A few civilians hurried away
from the fighting, huddled together and fearful. A couple of others rushed the
other way across the center, carrying a box of ammunition between them.
Everyone wore full EVA suits, helmets and all.


Going with the flow of his group, Ram walked out to the center and
took a step or two after Sergeant Stirling. Heading toward the sound of battle.


Someone stopped him. 


“All civilians are to take shelter in the western section of the
outpost, sir,” a limping Marine shouted up at Ram, indicating the direction he
was supposed to take with outstretched arm. “As far from the wheeler attack as
possible.”


“Good,” Ram said. “Get them out of the way.”


Ram started to walk around the wounded Marine. The man’s armor was
dirty and dented, frayed and melted at the edges like plastic that had been
burned. 


“Sir,” the Marine said, scurrying to intercept him, dragging a
leg. “Please join the other civilians.”


“I’m going to help,” Ram said, patting the sword in its tactical
scabbard on his hip.


“Ram,” Milena said from a few meters away across the square. She
was helping to direct the civilians who carried the injured engineer toward an
open door in the next section, the west wing. “Come this way. Please.” 


Even at such a short distance away, the wheelhunter interference
gave her voice a digitized quality, hard edged and jittery. His integrated
AugHud flickered and the icons flickered and smeared across his visions. He
blinked and shook his head, as if that would do anything.


“Sir,” the Marine urged, pushing Ram on the forearm. 


“Get your hands off me, Private,” Ram snapped at him. The Marine’s
arm jerked away and the man took a step back. He was half Ram’s height and
weight and Ram knew he could toss the guy halfway across the courtyard if he
wanted to. In fact, he had half a mind to do just that. Do that and then run to
the rifle fire coming from the east wing. 


“Mr. Seti, sir!” A voice roared in his ear. Sergeant Stirling was
right behind him and he marched over, rifle gripped across his chest. “Do as
the man says.”


“I’m supposed to be attached to F Team,” Ram said. “Cassidy said
as much.”


“Yeah, but only because we’re a non-combat team,” Stirling said,
clearing his throat. “But now we’ve been ordered to cover the east wing. And
the orders were to leave you with the civilians.”


Behind the Sergeant, the tall, thin officer loped up. “Quite right,
Sergeant. Seti, you will join the civilians in the designated area. Now, if you
please.” 


“What the hell is the point of that?” Ram said, his voice growing
louder. “I’m here. The enemy is there.”


The sergeant looked at the officer. But Ensign Tseng studiously
ignored the man’s gaze. “You might be dressed like a Marine and you might think
you are a Marine but you are bloody-well not one. You’re not a member of F
Team. You’re a damned civilian and you’re under our protection and under our
command which means you do exactly as we tell you to do, at all times. Now, get
back there with the civilians and stay there.”


Without waiting for a response, the Ensign strolled on, heading
for the fighting and taking his men with him.


The ground underfoot thrummed with the vibration from a chain of
detonations.  


“This is bullshit,” Ram said to their backs. “I’m designed
to fight these—”


“They say you’re a liability, sir,” Sergeant Stirling said. “The
orders were clear. You’re a civilian, so act like one, please.”


His contemptuous dismissal dissolved into digital noise as the
distance between them increased, thanks to the interference the wheelers were
flooding them with. The enemy were at the gates.


Ram’s instinct told him to go forward and join the fight anyway
but he hesitated. He held out his arms, towering over everyone in the area.
“What am I for, then? Why am I even here if not to fight?”


Sergeant Stirling pulled his rifle tight to his shoulder but kept
it pointed down. “Sir. I know. Personally, I want you out front and fighting.
But you can’t argue with UNOP.” Ram hesitated and Stirling continued. “If the
wheelers break through our defenses, then you’ll be fighting for your life
anyway, sir.” He gestured at the civilians across the square. “And for them.”


Ram was hit by conflicting urges. If the aliens got by the
Marines, then Ram fighting alone would likely be doomed to defeat. The best
place for him was taking the fight to the enemy, to be a force multiplier
rather than a last line of defense. 


But everything was strange. There were things happening that he
did not understand, people around him behaving in ways that made no sense. Why
was he being told he was a liability? What had the mission leaders brought him
to the surface for?


On the other hand, if the wheelers did break through into the
civilian area, perhaps he would be the best person to protect them. 


“Alright,” Ram said. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”


He went after Milena into the structure, as the surly asshole of a
sergeant had suggested. Ram had to bend double and enter the door sideways,
like an arthritic crab, but he got inside the building. The huge sword hanging
at his hip in its tactical sheath whacked the frame. Inside, the lights
flickered as the walls rang with distant explosions. He followed the tight, low
corridor deeper into the facility. He passed a group of three people, huddled
in the doorway to some sort of lab beyond. All wearing their EVA suits, even
though they were indoors. A sensible precaution. 


“It’s him,” one of them muttered, nudging another beside her. 


“Hi, how you doing?” Ram said, grinning. 


From inside the lab, someone shouted at them to get back to work
and they hurried to obey, shutting the door. He passed a few more units and a
handful of people that squeezed by him, heading the other way. Heading toward
the fighting. One man tripped over his own rifle, falling into a sprawling mess
on the floor and cursing while his friend helped him to his feet.


At the southwest corner of the outpost, an open airlock door was
guarded by a pair of civilians brandishing sidearms.


“Get inside, Rama Seti,” one of them said, a woman, waving him
through. “Milena’s just ahead of you, through there.”


“Thank you,” he said, squeezing through, careful to mind his sheathed
sword. I guess everyone knows that Milena used to be my driver.


“What the fuck’s he doing in here?” one of the armed civilians
muttered behind him.


Good point.


Ram ignored the remark and straightened up into a long room, full
of tight groups of people. What little illumination there was came from
flashlights and lamps, throwing shadows across the low ceiling. 


“Ram, there you are,” Milena called from nearby and dragged him to
one side. “I thought you were going to run off to battle.”


“I almost did,” he admitted. People were looking at him. He knew
what they were thinking. He was thinking it himself. “What’s going on? Some of
these civilians are armed. How come they have firearms but I don’t? I saw one
guy just now trip over his rifle. Why am I back here when I could be useful? I
should be out there.”


“Me too,” Milena said. 


“You?” Ram


“What?” she asked, helmet tilted to one side, arms crossing
awkwardly in her EVA suit. “I’m not a driver any more, you know. I qualified as
an Emergency Medical Technician. My place is on the front line. Well, just
behind it, anyway.”


“Alright, then,” Ram said, putting a hand to the hilt of his
sheathed sword. “Let’s go back the way we came in.”


“No,” Milena said, “we’ll go through here and head up the far
side. There’s supposed to be a designated flow of people and supplies, as much
as possible. We’ll go through the north wing.”


“Smart.”


He followed her through the throng, picking up fragments of
worried conversation. More than a few people commented on the fact of Ram’s
presence among them. Specifically, why in the name of Hell was Earth’s savior,
the only victor of the Orb Arena, hiding back with the civilians?


“What is this place?” Ram asked Milena as they edged forward
through the large room. 


“Canteen, communal area and designated bunker,” she said. “It’s reinforced,
with its own isolated power and air filtration.”


“Right. The stationary lifeboat.”


“Exactly.”


“How come I know so much about this outpost?” Ram said. “Someone
told me they uploaded military knowledge when they put my brains in this body,
I think. Did they include structural information about this outpost?”


She did not look up at him. “Sure. Same process.”


“Yeah, but—”


“We’ll talk about it later,” she said. When they were almost at
the other side of the room, Milena slowed to a stop. She stretched up, looking
over the helmeted heads and peered across the room. He had a fine view but
wasn’t sure what she was looking for. “Listen, Ram. There’s something you
should know. Do you remember another subject called Sifa Kiyenge?”


Sifa. Did he remember her? He remembered her being the first
subject to welcome him when he was thrust into the ludus, up on the Victory. He
remembered her huge grin and her vibrancy, her energy. A truly magnificent
fighter, incredibly fast and skillful, and endlessly creative. He remembered
that she displayed the same attributes when having sex with him in their rooms,
in the barracks after lights out. He remembered her being shot multiple times
in the crossfire between Alina and the Marines when the Russian subject had
killed Mael. He remembered trying to reach her after she fell. Her blood
pooling on the floor under the mess benches.


“Yeah, I remember her.”


In the corner, by the doorway there, an incredibly tall person
stood up. Clad in an oversized civilian style EVA suit, she was almost as tall
as Ram was and she stared back at him. 


“That’s not Sifa.”


“She had a clone backup, too,” Milena said. “Do you remember that?
At first, they didn’t think her consciousness could be recovered. Dr. Fo and
his team persevered. But…”


“But?”


Milena looked up at him. “It was not a complete success. And her
memories date from before you were brought into the ludus. And only then.”


“She doesn’t remember me?”


Milena patted him on the armored forearm.


A series of distant thuds rocked the floor and vibrated through
the walls. People around them stirred, afraid. Ram did not blame them. They
were only scientists, administrators, engineers. 


“Come on,” Milena said. “Let’s just get by her and you can try to
make friends with her after the attack.”


When they reached the door, Sifa blocked the way through. 


“You’re him.” Her voice sounded the same. She was not smiling.
Sifa had always been smiling, even when she was fighting. Especially then.
“Rama Seti.”


“The one and only,” Ram said, grinning. “World famous, right?” She
looked confused, irritated maybe. “Sorry, I’m just kidding. You’re Sifa. We
were friends. Before. Back on the Victory. I’m glad you’re, you know.
Here.”


“I have no memory of your time. But they showed me video of you
and I fighting. Training. Conversing. They said you were dangerous. To stay
away from you.”


“Sure,” Ram said, glancing at Milena. “Listen, Sifa. We need to
get through that door. Me and Milena. We have to go help, okay?”


“I have orders,” he said. “No civilians to come through this door.
Captain Cassidy’s orders. Sergeant Gruger told me so. I’m sorry.”


“You’re a Marine?” Ram said, brightly, even while she shook her
head in response. “Me too. Come on, Sifa, let me through. It makes no sense
that I’m stuck in here. You hear those explosions? Come on, Sifa, that’s our
people out there, taking fire. In fact, why are you here? You should come with
us.”


“I’m not a Marine.” Sifa hesitated. “And I’m not allowed in
combat,” she said. 


“What?” Ram said. “Why? That’s crazy. You’re one of the best
fighters who ever lived. You should be out there. Why not fight?”


 “I’m just not allowed, that is all.” 


Ram’s patience was wearing thin and irritation at the giant
woman’s demeanor began bubbling up. Milena’s stance indicated that her reserves
of calm were similarly dwindling. And in fact, he could tell, somehow, that
Milena was irritated at him. At Ram. Irritated because he was failing to
resolve the situation swiftly.


Ram leaned down a little and peered into Sifa’s visor. “Will they
not let you fight because you’re no good at it anymore?”


She glared at him, a touch of her old fire behind the whites of
her eyes. “Do not threaten me.”


Ram did not back down. “Move aside, please, Sifa. I don’t want to
have to move you.”


She held up a hand and stepped away. “Alright, you can go through
but not her. She is a civilian.” 


“She’s coming too,” Ram said. “She’s a medic. People are probably
hurt.”


Sifa shrugged, sidestepped and dropped her ass onto a crate beside
the door, waving them through,


On the other side, smoke drifted down the corridor. It was far
worse in this wing, the north wing, than it had been in the opposite side of
the outpost. Emergency lighting glowed along the edges of the route ahead. 


“You weren’t kidding,” Ram said to Milena as she came through beside
him. “She’s not the same woman, is she.”


The sound of a battle rifle, firing on full auto, echoed from up
ahead.


“Maybe you should wait here after all,” Ram said to Milena. 


“Just hurry up,” she said and he set off toward the explosions and
rifle sounds. Ram had come through the south wing of the outpost, where there
were storage areas, the power station and science labs. Here, in the north
wing, they walked by the communications room which he knew had a cluster of
antennae and dishes on the roof. Then an administration area, a workshop,
sleeping quarters. All empty. Up ahead, figures moved in the darkness. Beyond
them, obscured by smoke, he was sure he saw glints of sunlight. Or maybe it was
fire. 


A Marine lay against the wall of the corridor, with another
crouched over him. Milena pushed by Ram and knelt by the injured man. 


“What happened?” Milena asked, flipping open the cover on the
man’s wrist screen and checking his stats. “His suit seems intact?”


“One of those fucking wheelers tossed him against the wall,” the
other Marine answered. “Like he was a sack of meat. Mashed his guts, maybe.”


“Definitely broken bones,” Milena said, checking the screen.
“Internal bleeding, looks like.”


“That’s what I said,” the second Marine said.


Shouting came from further up. A burst of rifle fire. 


“I’m going on ahead,” Ram said to Milena, who waved a hand at him,
shooing him away.


He left her bent over the wounded man while she ordered the other
one to assist her in getting him back to the communal panic room.


The sight filled him with something, some feeling he could not
place. A bittersweet ache. She was so decisive, confident. She exuded
competence. Why was it bitter as well as sweet? Ram had been dead for a close
to a year and so they had been robbed of almost a year together. Perhaps. It
could be that she had only spent the night with him that one time because he
was bound to be killed in the arena. She might, for all he knew, have no
intention of picking up where they left off. In fact, that was probably it. She
had probably felt sorry for him. Given him a going away present. 


Still, it didn’t mean he couldn’t try with her again.


A blast rocked the corridor and Ram ducked by the door into a
bathroom, ready to throw himself sideways through it, should any death or
destruction come down toward him.


Ram’s heart raced in his chest as the sounds of battle grew
louder.


He wished his augmented systems were operational but most of the
benefits came from being networked and the wheeler interference was blinding
him to the Marines data. Still, his suit’s systems fed local audio information
and it was through that which he heard the sound of the men ahead shouting at
something. Acting on instinct, he rushed on to where the sunlight poured in
above.


The roof of the outpost had been ripped open. The uppermost of the
double layer had been pulled up and outward by something and the inner, bottom
layer was forced in. The open section was about four meters a side. 


Beneath it, a pair of Marines stood aiming their rifles up and
out.


“Friendly coming up,” Ram shouted at them. “What happened here?”
Ram realized he had one hand resting on his sheathed sword.


“Sir?” one of them said. “The wheelers broke in here. Few minutes
ago. We pushed them back, though.”


The other one spoke over him. “Where are the reinforcements, sir?”
he demanded.


“Last I saw, they were attacking the flank,” Ram said. 


“What fucking flank?” he said, irritated.


“Back at the—”


A dark shape appeared in the sky, along with a roar and Ram
flinched, ready to defend himself. 


“Holy shit,” one of the Marines said but with a tone of wonder and
not fear. 


Ram looked again through the jagged roof section and saw that the
dark shape was, in fact, a shuttle. A human shuttle. Their own shuttle. It was
flying low toward them, as if it was coming in to land on the east wing, over
the wheelhunter attack itself. 


“What the hell are they doing?” Ram asked. 


The Marines were dumbfounded. “They’re going to get blown all to
shit,” one said.


The other nodded. “We’re going to be stranded on this fucking
piece of black shit planet.”


Right before it passed from view, a mounted weapon fired from the
open rear of the shuttle, churning out high caliber shells down at the unseen
aliens. Muzzle flare streamed out like pulsing white fire from a dragon’s
mouth. The broken ribbon streaks of bright tracer glowed and the sound of it
tearing into the ground, tearing into the unseen attacking wheelers, thrummed
through the ground.


“Woo!” one of the Marines shouted, raising his rifle one handed. 


The other Marine laughed. Both of them stood directly under the
hole in the roof.


Ram didn’t notice the sound at first, not over the cacophony of
weapons fire and grinding metal sounds.


But then he heard it. 


The roof above resounded to the sound of a heavy, multi-limbed
monster scurrying toward them. 


“Is that—” was all Ram managed before the sunlight cut off. 


A black shadow filled the space.


The Marines shouted a warning and they pulled back, moving away as
the gigantic wheelhunter dropped down inside the corridor in between Ram and
the Marines.  It fell hard. Massive. A gigantic thing like a monstrous spider
from a nightmare. It unfolded itself. 


Back on the Orb, Ram had fought a yellow skinned, giant wheel. Six
legs acting like spokes, six feet joining to make a wheel rim. Two arms ending
in a bony, three clawed hand.


This one had all the same limbs and hub, it was the same species
and yet it was different. It was black, for one thing. The yellow skin hidden
beneath a smooth, sleek, black suit, seemingly skin-tight. It landed with a
thump, in a flurry of whirling limbs and unfolded itself, not like a wheel but
like a squat spider. Three legs to a side, the lumpy hub in the center and the
arms pointing at Ram, one from the top of the hub and one from underneath.
Instead of claws, it’s gloved hands held a straight edged, pointed blade in one
and the other gripped what Ram knew to be a one-handed projectile weapon. A
wheeler pistol.


Ram backed away from the first swipe it gave him, almost falling
but hitting the corridor wall before he did so. The wheeler’s legs pistoned
against the floor and the walls and rolled itself the other way as the Marines
on that side of it yelled and fired their rifles in rapid bursts. His suit
suppressed the noise of the firearms but rounds ricocheted off every surface
and his own body armor. The wheeler leaped at the men, propelling itself along
the walls, and fired its weapon, discharging a series of white blasts which
banged louder even than the assault rifles. From behind it, Ram watched the
wheeler’s blade rise, spraying red blood, then whip down again at the man.


Sight of the blood spurred him to action, at last, and he drew the
sword from his hip. The grip felt odd through the gloves of the suit but it was
a weapon he had wielded for thousands of hours inside Avar when his cooperative
had climbed the rankings in Shield Wall, the Avar that had pretentions
to historical accuracy. His weapon of choice had been what they called a Viking
longsword. The weaponsmiths on the Victory had done a marvelous job
recreating the aesthetics of his old virtual weapon, here in the real world. As
he drew it, it even appeared to have the same point of balance and overall
feel, despite being a larger weapon, to match his larger body, and being
constructed of some special alloy instead of high carbon steel. It felt
familiar in his hand, somehow.


Charging at the rear of the thing, he pulled the sword back at his
side. Whenever anyone untrained picked up a sword, they tended to swing it
around in big scything arcs or hacked down as if they were using an axe to chop
wood. And, with the big, heavy Viking sword, that would be pretty effective for
an unarmored human target. But Ram knew to thrust with the point of the blade
for maximum force and he drove it at the center of the wheeler’s central hub,
where its brain and important organs were located, probably. He remembered
pulling ribbons and gelatinous lumps of tissue from inside the one he killed,
at least.


He thrust the weapon from waist height, driving it straight with
all his considerable weight and momentum behind it. He knew, somehow, that a
blow that powerful would skewer the murderous alien. 


The blow never landed. 


Instead, one of its rear legs shot out, whipping back with
incredible accuracy and smashed him in the shoulder with a huge foot, which was
sheathed in a hard shell. An alien boot. The impact knocked him off his feet,
knocked him down and knocked the wind out of him. 


It doesn’t have eyes, you idiot. It can see you no matter what way
it’s facing.


The wheeler, with feet braced on either side of the corridor,
rotated its arms on the hub, bringing the knife to bear in its top arm and the
pistol weapon in the arm slung underneath. 


Ram rolled to his feet, sword still in hand, and charged again.
The pistol was the primary danger, he assessed and smashed the blade into the
alien’s lower wrist. The weapon discharged in a shower of white sparks and
noise. Ram whipped the sword up and deflected the wheeler’s own blade that
scythed down at his head, stepped inside and drove the point into the wheeler’s
hub. His blade met a moment’s resistance as the alien’s EVA suit flexed in
before it slipped through like a knife punching a boiled potato. 


The alien convulsed and drew back but Ram followed and bore it
down to the ground, the powerful legs thrashing and pounding on the walls, on
the floor. Ram leaned his weight on the sword and held on. The creature
succeeded only in tearing its wound into a larger gash. Red blood welled out of
it, frothing up and poured over the surface of the alien’s suit, dark red on
gray-black. 


It died. Lay still.  Legs and feet twitching. He pulled his sword
out and wiped the blade on the rubbery suit of a jutting leg. Even taking into
consideration that the alien was lying flat, it was certainly smaller than the
one he had killed in the Orb Arena. Still, it was big enough. 


Beyond it, one of the Marines was shredded, bloody gashes in the
armor around his throat and neck. The other had smoking holes in his chest.


He climbed over the wheeler and checked them, flipping open their
wrist screens to see their vital signs.


Both dead. No chance for recovery.


The distant roaring of the Victory’s shuttle sounded
overhead and he caught a glimpse of it coming in low once again, a dark
triangle against the blue background. Those pilots were crazy, they were
risking destruction in a giant fireball by using the orbital shuttle as a gunship.
They were asking for trouble.


Up ahead inside the corridor, someone fired a couple of bursts
from their assault rifle, unseen through the smoke, startling him back to
reality. He started that way, sword out and the point up and ready.


“Ram,” Milena called from behind him, beyond the dead wheeler. Her
voice on his suit comms system distorted by the wheeler jamming. “Are you alright?”



She stood close to the alien corpse and under a jagged hole. Ram
was afraid of what might come through it.


“I’m fine,” Ram said. “But you should go back, Milena. Go back to
the panic room with everyone else. Be safe.”


“I can see injured Marines here,” she said. 


“Those guys are dead. Get out of here. I’ll be back soon.”


“I can help up front,” Milena said.


“No, it’s not safe up ahead.”


“I’ll be safe with you, Ram. Safest place on the planet.”


“I won’t be able to fight and look after you at the same time, I’m
sorry. You should go be with the others. Look after them. If we win, there’ll
be plenty of wounded for you to help.”


“Okay, I’m going back.” Milena nodded. “Take care of yourself,
Ram. Watch out for—”


Her words were lost in the electromagnetic jamming. 


He headed forward, going to the noise. The endless, growing noise
of battle. Rumbling detonations and the fire of automatic weapons. His suit
augmentation was not displaying much external data, just his own biometrics. 


Someone shot at him. The rifle fired and the rounds ricocheted
next to him practically at the same time. Ram ducked, shouting that he was
friendly.


The firing ceased. 


“Is that Rama Seti?” 


The voice was fractured and his AugHud barely functioning but it
tried to bring up the name tags over his vision for the Marines up ahead. It
said they were F Team. Ensign Tseng’s team. 


“What the hell are you idiots doing?” Ram shouted. “I’m coming up
there, alright?”


There was a moment before they replied. 


“Come on up. We probably won’t shoot.”


The two Marines were from F Team he had been assigned to earlier.
One was Cooper, the other Harris. They were crouched behind a barricade made
from metal benches. Ram sheathed his still-bloody weapon and climbed over,
crouching down beside them. Further up, more Marines massed and sunlight
glinted. He had made it to the northeast corner of the outpost. The point where
the wheelers were attacking the hardest. The rifle fire was almost continuous,
from multiple weapons, firing out through the smoking ruin where the wall had
once been. Debris lay everywhere.


“What’s going on, guys?”


“Don’t know, sir,” Cooper said, looking at the open area in front
of them.


“They’re breaking in, sir,” Harris said. “They’re everywhere.”


“Your orders are to cover this corridor?” Ram asked.


“They said you were a tactical genius, sir,” Harris said, nodding.


An explosion nearby rocked the whole outpost, the air pressure
blasting the smoke and debris aside. 


Ram pushed forward, stepping over twisted metal and found himself
walking into a nightmare. He bent low and ducked back around the corner,
looking out from cover. 


The front wall of the outpost had been blown or torn away, leaving
a jagged, chest-high remnant running along for a dozen meters. The front half
of the roof was gone. Shelving and tables, computer cubes and cabling suggested
it had been a lab or a server room before it was destroyed. A handful of
Marines- six of them-stood in a line at the front wall and fired out at the
enemy, sustained fire with fast single shots and in controlled bursts but all
of them firing without let up. Two more Marines crawled behind. One handed up
magazines to those firing while the other dragged an ammo crate toward them.
Ram recognized the other members of F Team, plus a few others. The rear wall
resounded with the cacophony of shooting.


The dense smoke outside cleared and Ram saw what they were
shooting at. 


Thirty or forty wheelers crept forward across the open space of
the black, rocky surface. The alien’s yellow skin covered entirely by smooth,
protective suits, matte black. The advancing enemies were folded over in that
spider-like configuration. Each was armed like the one Ram had killed, with a
pistol in the under arm and a blade in the over arm. Their weapons fired single
shots rapidly, the alien rounds smashing all around the wall by the Marines. 


But the wheelers were falling. All around the area in front, as
far as he could see with the obstructions and tatters of smoke, lay the dead
bodies of the enemy. Some still writhed and twitched, feet or a hand stretched
up at odd angles. One dragged its way forward with one arm, bloody legs
trailing behind. 


“Here they come again,” Sergeant Stirling shouted from the firing
line. 


About half the wheelers flipped themselves upright, into the
familiar wheel configuration, and accelerated. Two to three meters tall, their
six legs jutting out of the central hub, aligned along a single axis and ending
in wide, flat feet that were so close they almost touched each other to make a
continuous rim. Two long, bony arms ending in a hand with three long fingers,
each finger with a murderous claw. Even rolling over, they could fire the
weapons clutched in those hands. In the upright, wheel configuration they could
move quickly and efficiently. Charging the jagged and torn hole where the
Marines stood, charging to force their way into the outpost.


Ram put his hand on his hilt but stayed back behind the cover of
the wall. The firing had not let up. 


The Marines cut them down. Their rifles firing on rapid bursts.
The Marines churned through their ammo, changing magazines rapidly. Out in
front, the wheelers fell to the accurate, concentrated fire. Ram noted that
every Marine fired at oblique angles, shooting across the front of the one
beside them and he knew, somehow, that this was UNOP Marine Corps doctrine for
firing on the wheelers when in wheel configuration. The huge footpads that
created a continuous rim, and the legs that formed the spokes, were an
effective barrier. That was why the Marines shot into the hub, diagonally. The
hub was surely the center of the wheelhunter nervous system and a few rounds
into that hub would put them down, he knew. 


And the wheelers fell. 


They were hit and they went down in jumbles of limbs, collapsing
and rolling with momentum. 


But not all of them. For every one that went down when it was hit,
two more kept coming. 


It was obvious that, despite the withering fire, the enemy would
make it to the breach. 


Ram wished they had issued him his primary weapon. The Marines in
front of him had no machine gunner and no heavy weapons as far as he could see.
All he could do was watch as the surviving wheelers got closer. Many had
gunshot wounds to the legs or feet but it did not seem to even slow them down. 


He recalled the wounds on the wheeler in the Orb Arena, punching
it and wrestling with it, breaking its limbs, stamping on one of the six legs
so powerfully that it snapped under his foot and still the monster would not
stop fighting, would not stop slashing him with its enormous claws. Ram felt
those claws, tearing his face, felt his guts being pulled from his body,
stepping on them as he struggled on to the--


“Fall back!” Ensign Tseng shouted. The order was repeated by
Sergeant Stirling and a few of the others. 


The Marines in the room retreated. Stirling dragged one of the
wounded Marines already downed.


Two Marines stayed at the breach to cover them, still firing.


More than half of the charging wheelers, more than ten of the
nightmare creatures, reached the remnants of the outpost wall and clambered
over like it was nothing, climbing like gigantic black spiders. The final pair
of Marines fell back to their comrades, ducking low under the firing from the
rear and corners of the room.


Too late. Both Marines were struck down before they took three
steps. The aliens knife blades spearing them and dragging them back into the
writhing black mass while the Marines screamed. 


Those first wheelers were shot to pieces, collapsing into bundles
of gigantic, twitching black-clad limbs while their comrades behind followed,
climbing into the awesome firepower of the UNOP Marine Corps.


Ram stayed standing behind the pair of Marines on his side of the
room where they kneeled together in the corridor behind a low barricade, firing
rapidly, changing their dwindling magazines expertly, alternating so their
firing was continuous. For a few moments, Ram thought they were holding the
enemy.


But the aliens got closer and closer before they fell.


The wounded Marine at Ram’s feet, the one who had been handing out
mags to his team mates before the sergeant had pulled him out, reached up and
pounded on Ram’s calf.


“Sir. Can’t you fucking do something?”


What do you want me to do?


Ram showed the man his hands. “No gun.”


The Marine held up his sidearm. 


“Can’t,” Ram said, showing the man his hands. “Finger’s too big.
For trigger guard.”


“Look out!” 


A wheeler leaped from the crowd, eating fire as it came toward
them but its momentum carrying it on through. It careened into the Marines in
front of him, knocking them flying. 


Ram acted without thought, slamming his shoulder into the
sprawling alien to stop it crushing the Marines. The weight of the thing was
enormous and yet, like that last one he had killed, it was smaller than the Orb
alien. The realization was a joyful one.


I am stronger than you.


One of its three-fingered hands swung in from nowhere and smacked
Ram on the back of his helmet, dazing him despite the armor’s shock absorbers.
A massive leg smashed the side of his knee and he fell, arms flailing like an
idiot, grasping blindly at the limbs thrashing about all around him. The
tactical scabbard almost tripped him and the dying alien thumped him again. 


A deep anger boiled up and he drew his sword and drove it up into
the wheeler’s hub, thrusting halfway to the crossguard. Ram’s comms system
filled with static, a burst so loud that it hurt, before the suit’s audio
system compensated and backed off the volume. Pushing the alien off the blade a
little, he drew it out and plunged it back in, the point snicking through the
black suit and thick yellow skin beneath and on into the hub’s guts and
viscera. Blood smeared across his visor but the monster fell still and Ram
withdrew his sword, taking a deep, shuddering breath. 


Someone was shouting but he did not hear what it was. He wiped the
red alien blood from his visor. 


The outpost room, open to the planet’s atmosphere, crawled with a
mass of wheelers, climbing closer to him. 


“Get down!” That was what they were shouting. “Get down, sir, get
down now.”


He dropped, folding his giant body into a crouch and hunkering
down. The Marines opened up, firing over his back into the mass of wheelers.
Blood sprayed and his ears filled with static and his vision blurred. One of
the rifles fell silent, the other a few seconds after. Ram ducked down again as
their sidearms were fired empty. 


Glancing round to make sure he was not stepping into danger, Ram
jumped upright, gripped his sword tight and clambered over the fallen wheeler
at his feet. 


Beyond, the others writhed in blood and smoke, dazed and shot but
unfolding themselves, rising and threatening to attack once more. Ram had to
hurry, hit them before they recovered.


He swung his sword at the nearest waving leg, pulled his weapon
back along the cut to slice a great gouge out of it. The hub shuddered and the
leg twitched away but Ram advanced, cutting and stabbing at anything within
reach. He smashed an alien hand aside before it could fire the pistol it held,
he kicked forward and thrust his way into the mass, slipping and stumbling as he
hacked down and all around. His ears filled with static and his heart raced in
his chest, almost immediately sweating hard, his suit’s cooling system whirring
all over. His AugHud was completely dead, granting him no data about himself or
the outside world, squinting through the visor smeared with dark blood as he
advanced. Some were dead by the time he got to them, felled by the Marines.
Others he finished off with a thrust. 


A few fought like the devil but he fought harder, parrying their
attacks and cutting them down. He lost himself in the fight, reacting with
instinct instead of conscious thought. He listened, amazed, to the sound of
someone roaring a wordless cry of animal rage before he realized that it was
him who was roaring.


The pressure eased and his victims thinned. His blade found dead
and dying targets. Spinning about, wanting more despite the burning ache in his
arms and shoulders and back from the exertion, he found the Marines advancing
to his position, each armed with their bloodied combat knives, finishing off
any twitching monsters. The static faded and the Marine’s voices sounded in his
ears. 


They were cheering. 


Ram wiped his visor more thoroughly and looked out at the planet.
Through the drifting smoke, blue sky above and black hills beyond, the
wheelhunters were withdrawing. 


They had three large, squat vehicles that Ram had not seen before.
Not the Wildcat tanks that he’d seen attacking the airfield, these were lower
and wider, with six metal rimmed wheels aside.


The thought came unbidden, the knowledge simply there in his mind.


UNOP Designation: Wheelbug. 


Two of them raced away toward the hills, black boxes bouncing away
as if in terror. The remaining wheeler infantry peeled away after them, some in
wheel configuration, others limping along like half-squashed spiders. The
trailing Wheelbug vehicle slowed to a full stop and a side ramp shot out.
Wheelhunter soldiers careened up into it.


The enemy was being fired upon by Captain Cassidy’s Marines,
advancing from the airfield flank. Their rounds shredded the slowest of the
wheelers until the stragglers were all dead. In a cloud of stones and dust, the
enemy transport vehicle sped off after the other two. 


Outside the outpost, two or three dozen wheeler bodies lay mangled
on the ground.


From the side, Captain Cassidy and his men advanced with a spring
in their steps. The Marines next to Ram slapped him on the back, over and over,
laughing and congratulating each other. 


“Come on,” Sergeant Stirling said. “Let’s grab some spare ammo
from those lazy bastards.”


Ram helped two of them over the jagged wall and they walked on
shaking legs out to meet the others. 


“Oh, bloody hell.” The English Marine by his side, Hagman, had a
deeply lined, hard face and carried on her shoulder a rifle that was longer
than she was tall. She was looking behind them at the outpost. “Bastards took
out the antenna,” she said.


At the northwest corner, once there had been the towering spire
with guy wires holding it upright in tension, now there was a jumble of twisted
metal and cables at the corner of the outpost. The walls bent in. White smoke
billowed out sideways and plumed up into a curling mass where the wind pouring
off the hills pushed it away to the west. 


“That’s the only way to speak to the Victory,” Ensign Tseng
said. 


“The outpost is on fire,” Corporal Fury said, pointing. “That’s where
all the smoke was coming from.”


“Fire suppression system will put it out,” Cooper said. 


“Or the civilians will,” Harris said. 


“Is that where the civilian bunker section is?” Ram asked, even
though he knew the answer.


“Look,” Private Flores said. Her name and rank flickered over her
head on his barely-functioning AugHud. She pointed.


From the northern flank of the outpost, came the huge form of
Sifa. 


Something was wrong. 


Her EVA suit slick and shining with blood. She was waving her
arms, pointing at the gaps in the hills where the retreating wheelers had
slipped through. When she came to within a few meters, the comms system
overpowered the fading alien interference fields and it flickered back into
life and her agitated voice came through. She had died, Ram thought, he had
seen her die and yet there she was. 


“They took them,” she was saying. “The wheelers took our people.”


A sick feeling gripped Ram by the guts. 


“Who?” he said, striding to her. “Who did they take?”


Sifa’s eyes glared white inside her helmet. “I don’t know, six
civilians. A biologist and a technician from Dr. Fo’s team. A physicist.  That
Russian engineer, she was the bulldozer driver who did the air—”


“What about Milena? Is she okay?”


Sifa frowned. “Milena? Is she the—”


“The driver, the Brazilian driver. Is she safe? You know, smoking
hot, with the black hair and the—”


She was surprised. “Yes, yes. I’m sorry, yes she was one of them.
One of the ones. She was taken.” Sifa pointed at the black hills. 


The outpost burned. The Marines around him jumped into action,
some checking the wheeler bodies and others racing to deal with the fire and
evacuate the civilians.


Ram stared at the churned path where the wheelhunters had
retreated. He would need the weapon that Sergeant Wu had shown him on the
shuttle and he would need supplies, food, water. If it was possible, he would
take one of the ETATs.


Hold on, Milena. I’m coming for you. Just hold on. 


 
















 


6.


 


“Enter,” Captain Tamura said, without looking up.


Kat stood in the open doorway of his spartan office. After
escaping from Arcadia and burning hard for the Victory, she had docked
the shuttle and been working without rest ever since. She had helped the
medical team collect the pieces of Mehdi’s body, despite their protestations.
Thinking back on it, it was likely she had forced them into it and they had
allowed her the unprofessional behavior out of pity for her loss. She had
worked with the crew to carry out a full inspection of the shuttle to assess
the damage, written and submitted her report and gone back to assist with the
repairs.


She had not slept for at least two days. More precisely than that
she could not say, as her exhaustion meant she could no longer perform basic
mental arithmetic and her memory was impaired, and the drugs were playing havoc
with her ERANS. Her adrenaline attempted to compensate for the exhaustion while
her ERANS management drugs reduced adrenaline uptake and the stimulants she was
cramming constantly upset the entire balance.


The effect was a stretching out of every moment into a dreamlike,
underwater reality. She wondered if she had reached a higher level of
consciousness and was now able to perceive the constant expansion of spacetime
all around her. Immediately, she recoiled from the psychotic thought in horror.
She heard Sheila’s voice in her head, in her imagination. I strongly
recommend you engage temporary shutdown mode. That Sheila, Kat thought.
Such a comedian.


“Enter, I said,” Captain Tamura repeated, staring at her. “What
are you doing, Kat?”


Kat realized she was grinning at nothing, staring through the
bulkhead behind the commander. 


“Sorry, Sir,” she said, wiping her mouth and stepping inside. 


“Take a seat,” he said, scowling, “before you fall down.”


He watched her closely as she leaned back, fighting the urge to
close her eyes. 


Deep, soft brown eyes with heavy black eyebrows above. Deep lines
around his mouth, stretching up to the squashed-flat enormity of his nose. A
lot of the women in the crew had the hots for their captain but Kat was never
into that whole submission to authority thing. Give her a quivering young cadet
shooting his load into his standard issue jockeys any day. Still, there was
something mesmerizing about those soft brown eyes. The commander, his forearms
resting on his desk, fingers loosely intertwined, appeared to be waiting for
her to say something.


“Sorry, sir, did you ask me a question?”


He pressed his lips together and the wrinkles around his eyes
wrinkled even more. “The XO ordered you to your quarters six hours ago.”


“Was it that long? I just had a couple of things to do first. On
the shuttle, sir.”


The commander cleared his throat. A familiar, soft sound, like the
warning growl of an ageing silverback. “The enemy ship will be entering orbit
around Arcadia inside of twenty-four hours.”


“Assuming that they don’t just fly right by us, sir.” She blurted
the words. Speaking her thoughts instead of holding her tongue. Classic Kat.
Get a grip.


He fixed her with a look. “Yes, assuming that their deceleration
burn and course continues as predicted, they will enter orbit soon. We will
continue to also prepare for them to perform an attack run. Either way, all of
us will need to be at our best in order to properly respond to this existential
threat, do you not agree?”


The commander’s face blurred. She was seeing double so she closed
one eye. “Er, yes, sir.”


“Your decision to use the Lepus like a damned gunship cost
Mehdi his life and it risked bringing down the shuttle, which would not only
have killed you, Mehdi and the wounded evacuees, it would have severely limited
the strategic and tactical options for this entire mission. We are not capable
of constructing a new shuttle in the 55-Cancri System, are we, Lieutenant?”


“No, sir.”


“I don’t want to reprimand you. I’ve read your report, reviewed
the data, watched the highlight reel. You saw that the Marines were unable to
penetrate the enemy’s armor and you had the only large caliber weapon that
could be quickly mounted and brought to bear in your hold. You innovated.
That’s the kind of thinking we need around here, it’s one of the reasons you
were selected for the mission in the first place. But your risk-taking behavior
continues to be a problem. Rather, your attitude to risk appears to be
progressing along an unhealthy path.”


No shit.


“Yes, sir.” 


“Listen,” he said, voice softening. “I know what it’s like to lose
one of your people because of a decision that you made. We haven’t been able to
raise the outpost but I just got an update from Intel. The last images we had
from a satellite pass showed the wheelers gone and our people making repairs to
the structure. We know from the shuttle cameras that Mehdi scored multiple
direct hits on the two Wildcat tanks that were flanking the outpost on the
airfield side and the latest images confirm it.”


The screen he pushed across the desk for her to look at might have
been anything, because she saw two of them, one swimming about on top of the
other, obscuring any detail.


“Yes, sir. I see. Thank you, sir.”


He pointed at her. “You will go to your quarters and you will go
to sleep. You will not return to active duty until Dr.
Sharma has signed you off.”


“Sir, that seems—”


The softness in him vanished. Snuffed out like a candle. “Are you
seriously about to argue with me, Lieutenant?”


She hesitated. “No, sir.”


He nodded. “Dismissed.”


 


***


 


She woke, dry-mouthed and groggy, ten hours later. Her stomach
twisted into a knot of hunger so intense that it had woken her. There was a
vague sense that she had been moaning in her sleep just moments ago. When had
she last eaten? She rubbed her empty belly, peering through bleary eyes for a
bottle of water. 


Her quarters were tiny but at least they were private. A bunk, a
desk and chair and the main benefit of being an officer. Her own toilet and
shower room. It was the size of a closet but it was hers and no one got to shit
in that toilet but her. On a ship with a crew of hundreds, such a thing was
more important to her than floorspace. 


After being away for days, she had liters of water ration saved up
and she used them all, standing under the steaming heat while it pounded her
scalp and neck and shoulders. 


The whole time, the thought was there.


Sorry, Mehdi.


It was as though her thoughts were on a loop that, no matter where
they went, always circled back to Mehdi and the ruin of his body. The water
ration indicator blinked a warning at her so she switched off the shower and
stood dripping in the steam, not wanting to move. When she started shivering she
wrapped herself in a towel and sat on her bed to dry her hair.


It was hard to tell if it was the ERANS hangover or the come down
from the stimulants but she did not feel overly refreshed from her shower or
the long sleep. When she cracked open her medicine case she recalled how low she
was running on her supplies. On her bedside, the folded screen indicated she
had messages. Sixteen of them were from Feng, asking if she was okay. On the
duty roster, it said he was not on watch so she sent him a message back.


Either he had run from his quarters or he was lurking around
outside but within a minute there was a rapid knock on her door.


“Kat, are you okay?” he asked as he stepped inside and closed and
locked the door behind him. She sat back on her bunk as he waved the steam away
from his face, frowning in disapproval. He reached an arm into the shower room
and switched on the extraction fan then closed the door.


He had his medical bag with him.


“Kat, I’m so sorry about Mehdi,” Feng said, dropping to a knee in
front of her. “He was a good man. It’s not your fault that—”


“Jesus, Feng,” Kat said. “Shut the fuck up, will you?” She sighed
as his face fell. Felt guilty as his shoulders slumped. “Look, come on, can we
get in bed? Maybe just hold me? Would that be okay?”


The holding part lasted about ninety seconds and then they started
fucking. After, she felt better but thirsty beyond belief. She jumped off her
bunk and downed a bottle from the cupboard, arching her back to chug it down
like she was dying from dehydration.


“You are so beautiful,” Feng said, behind her. 


She gasped for air and wiped her lips. “Shut up, Feng. I’m not
doing you again today so you can forget the sweet talking.”


“Jesus, Kat,” he said. “You have a real attitude problem, you know
that?”


“No, Feng, no one ever told me that before.”


He scrunched up his face, like a little boy. “Are you fucking
someone else?”


“What?” Kat sighed, shaking her head. Why do these guys love
drama so much? Why complicate everything? “Who would even have me?”


“I knew it,” Feng said, nodding. “It’s that Omar, isn’t it. Right?
I’ve seen you two. He’s always creeping into your quarters, isn’t he? What does
he do for you, in exchange? Give you extra comms time with home?”


It’s not sex he wants. He comes here to talk about always feeling
so lonely out here that he can barely hold on. He hides his mental health from
Dr. Sharma so they don’t remove him from duty. That would finish him off. And
then when it’s time for him to inspect the shuttle AI every quarter, he gives
me a pass. 


“Is that really what you think of me?” Kat said. “Is that really
what you think this is, between you and me?”


“Isn’t it?” Feng said. She knew that he just wanted to be
reassured. He was emotionally fragile because he relied on external sources for
his wellbeing.


Not like you, right, Kat?


“Fine,” she snapped. “If that’s how you want it. Hand over my
stuff, please?”


He shook his head in wonder. “You can’t wait even, like, five
minutes or something? Can’t even pretend you enjoy my company?”


“You’re hassling me and then accusing me of not enjoying the
experience?” She opened her mouth to call him pathetic but she stopped. She
needed him. And he needed massaging. “Feng, of course I enjoy your company.”
She looked up and down his glistening, naked body and stepped back to the bed,
passing him the bottle. “I’m sorry that you need so much emotional reassurance
but can’t you tell how good you make me feel?”


He nodded, slowly, lips pressed together. “Yeah, I make you feel
good. And I know how. Alright, take it. Just take it.” He lay back and she
unzipped his medical bag. 


Quickly, she counted the packets. Twelve strips of Aminodone, her
antipsychotic, fourteen sheets of her synthetic serotonin that also increased
serotonin uptake in the brain which was prescribed to her as an antidepressant.
She counted fourteen strips of Adrenamorphalone which were a way for her to
increase the responsiveness of her ERANS in prolonged engagements or when long
periods of rapid response would be required.  He had included the Prepadolene,
extra beta blockers so that the increased adrenaline would not cause her heart,
lungs and muscles to be overwhelmed by the adrenaline and a box of Dronedarone
antiarrhythmic to make sure her heart didn’t explode in her chest. The
eterobarbital would help her to rest and sleep.


He had brought her approximately one month’s prescription. If she
was careful, it should last her seven days, perhaps ten if she had to. That was
in addition to what the medical team officially issued to her every month.


It had never been enough. 


Her ERANS was a system that overlaid her nervous system but it was
also bound to it. The doctors, years ago, had explained it to her as building a
nationwide freeway system. The existing road network was like her old nervous
system in that it was slow and complex, with a million side roads and dead
ends. But the ERANS would be a superfast highway network of cells stretched
across a synthetic roadway. It was able to transfer information faster than
normal human nerves. The effect was increased reaction speed and decision
making. The downside was the subjective perception of the passing of time was
correspondingly affected. Luckily, the highway system was only used in
emergencies. It was activated when the blood levels and uptake of adrenaline
reached a certain threshold. If it was on all the time, a minute might seem
like an hour. A day might seem like a month. And everyone around you would be
moving and speaking and thinking in slow motion. It would drive anyone insane,
and had done. An active ERANS was also very taxing on the body, burning through
calories at an enormous rate and the whole experience felt unnatural and
twitchy.


The procedure was also permanent. It could not be undone without a
high risk of critical nerve damage. The only alleviation was drug management
and her regimen had been in place before the Victory had left Earth over
three years before. A carefully managed balancing act was required to keep
herself on track. First, she had wanted to push her abilities as far as they could
go during her training and selection processes, topping up on the side. Then she
had needed a little extra help getting to sleep. But waking up in the morning
was tough, climbing up out of the drug induced depths needed more of a kick
than strong coffee could provide. Before she knew it, she was taking handfuls
of the stuff just to stay on an even keel. 


She wasn’t delusional. She knew she had a problem. But everything
was okay, so long as she could get the extra she needed, when she needed it.


“Where will you be stationed during the battle?”


“Huh?” She turned back to Feng. “What battle?”


He looked concerned. “The fucking battle with the alien spaceship.
You know, the one screaming toward us from sunward?”


“Oh. It won’t be a battle, Feng. Jesus Christ, you bloody idiot, a
battle? What are you talking about?”


His concerned turned to irritation. “What are you talking about?
We’ll be at battle stations. I’ll be dispensing drugs in Medical and helping
with first aid and assisting the physicians and EMTs. I would have thought
you’d be on the bridge as a backup pilot.”


Kat sat on the edge of the bunk and put a hand on Feng’s ankle,
through the sheet. “I don’t think it will be like a battle. Do you have any
idea of the sort of energy output our ship and their ship are capable of?
Whoever gets the first hit in will win. At least, we know that this ship can’t
take any damage. It’s not designed for battle, not really.”


His irritation did not go away. “That’s not what we’re being told.
We have the deflector shield—”


“That’s for radiation and dust particles, it won’t stop a laser or
a nuke or a giant alien space gun.”


“Our hull plating is resistant to—”


“Yeah, same thing, really. It protects us pretty well against
solar radiation and stuff but the Victory was already thousands of tons
heavier than originally designed and fighting against the wheeler ship was only
ever a last resort.”


“We have nukes. And lasers. We’ll hit them first, take them out
before they can damage us.”


“The distances we’re talking about, between our ship and theirs,
it’s just such a long way. Our nukes are on missiles burning as fast as they
can but they’ll be able to see us coming. Their course coming in to us is
weaving all over the place. We’re doing the same. Why do you think we’ve been
making these constant random course corrections?”


“The missiles are guided, right? They’ll adjust course to
intercept—”


“And be seen coming all the way in. Our only hope is that they
don’t have interception technology like we do. And that they also don’t have
physical defenses capable of withstanding a blast.”


Feng sighed. “You’re such a pessimist. You don’t know. You don’t
know anything. Captain Tamura says we can win, I think he knows a bit more
about this stuff than you do, Kat. Alright? Just. Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.”


She almost laughed in his face but she turned away instead and got
up. “I’m going to have another shower. Got to go see Dr. Sharma before they’ll
put me on duty again.”


“Okay, I’ll go.” His normally-smooth skin was creased into a deep
frown. 


“Or,” she said, turning in the doorway. “You could get your
scrawny shanks in here with me?”


He grinned, relaxing like a drowning man who had been thrown a
lifeline.


No. He’s your lifeline, Kat.


 


***


 


“I understand your feelings about these sessions,” Dr. Sharma
said. “But surely all of us can see the necessity of them?”


“What I understand is that everyone on this ship is frantically
preparing for a life or death duel with a giant alien spaceship and you want me
to talk about my feelings.”


The doctor’s counselling room was oppressive in its efforts to be
calming. The potted plants and pale blue walls and soft fabric chairs were so
obvious that it made her want to scream.


“I don’t want you to talk about your feelings, Kat,” Sharma said,
the tone of her voice as carefully controlled as the room. “I would like to
know that you are able to perform your duties effectively. I am certain that
you do understand the need for such a thing on this ship. One might even say
that this is the most important time to be sure.”


“Look,” Kat said and leaned forward, her hands grasping her knees.
“I made a decision on that mission. I decided to support our ground forces and
it worked. We took out two vehicles that the Marines didn’t seem capable of
destroying. And Mehdi died. It was my fault. My decision to do it and it was my
decision to do a second run. It was that second run that killed him. I wish it
hadn’t happened. I wish he wasn’t dead. I’ve worked with him for four years.
Five, maybe, I don’t know.” She sat back, fighting the urge to chew a
fingernail. 


“Is that all your relationship was? You worked together? Would you
not say that you were friends?”


Kat shrugged. “Sure. He was a likeable enough guy. Everyone liked
him. But, you know. We weren’t that close. Different sort of people, that’s
all.”


“What sort of person was he?”


Kat looked at the ceiling and blew air through her pursed lips,
trying to stay calm. “I don’t know. He was into his gadgets and stuff. I don’t
know. He was a bit boring, I guess. You know. Can I go now?”


Dr. Sharma tilted her head to the specific angle that research had
shown to be most effective when one needed to express sympathy or non-intrusive
curiosity or whatever the hell she was bloody doing. 


“And what would you say your relationship is like with the AI in
your shuttle?”


“What? My AI? What in the hell you talking about? I don’t have a
relationship with it. It’s a machine.”


“It is, yes. And yet, throughout the report you submitted after
your last action, you refer to the AI as Sheila. I believe it was thirty-eight
instances where you referred to Sheila. In your official report, Kat.”


Uh oh.


Kat realized her knee was bouncing up and down. She forced her leg
to be still. “Look, I was tired when I wrote that. Very tired. And stressed
from the mission.”


“Stressed.” The doctor nodded and tapped something on her screen.


Shit.


“I just mean stressed in the way that anybody would be after fifty
hours without sleep and being fired on and having to concentrate so hard.”


“I’m sure you’re right. Nevertheless, your report also said the
following.” The doctor lifted a small screen from her lap and read aloud. “I
asked Sheila if she thought I had done the right thing and she confirmed that I
had. And Sheila knows about this kind of thing so I will have to go with her assessment
on the overall cost benefit analysis.”


Kat slumped in her seat, pinching the bridge of her nose and the
corners of her eyes. “I was tired.”


“Some people might say, Kat, that in this report, you display
considerably more concern for this computer than you do for your copilot.”


She stared at the doctor, feeling the anger building. “Hey, fuck
you, okay. Fuck you.”


Dr. Sharma spoke with terrible slowness. “Thank… you.”


“What do you want me to say? Those AIs are supposed to interact
like people do and you know I’ve spent years on it. You fucking know that I
call it Sheila and you know that it responds to me very well. Don’t act like
this is a surprise.”


Kat’s heart rate increased as she spoke and watched the doctor
slowing down. Watched the way her mouth flexed and curled, wet with spittle,
like two mating worms writhing together.


“The fact that you call it a she indicates that your thinking
about the shuttle’s AI has become seriously anthropomorphized and the
well-known—”


The ERANS smeared the doctor’s words out, stretched them. Kat
could barely stand the drawn-out words, the droning sound of the doctor’s
speech. Couldn’t listen to it.  


“Alright, so what? I talk to it like it’s a person. Like she’s
a person, well, so what? I know that it’s an AI. I’m not psychotic. It doesn’t
interfere with my work, it helps it. Listen, I am sad about Mehdi but I always
knew when I signed up that I would lose people. We all did. We all, you
included, knew that this might be a one-way trip. And I’m sorry for Mehdi but
what we did, what he did with that cannon, that might just have saved all those
Marines down there and everyone in the outpost. And I’m sorry if you have a
problem with that, stuck up here all nice and safe in your fucking pale blue
box with your shitty potted plants but I have a battle to prepare for. If my
commanding officer has a problem with my performance then he can relieve me
from duty but right now I am going to start my watch. You can put all that in
your report and then you can stick it up your ass and fuck off while you’re
doing it.”


She stomped out of the stupid little room and headed for the
shuttle bay, every step like wading through treacle, her heart thumping. She
downed a couple of pills to relax her. They would start to work by the time she
got to her station. 


All the way, with every step, she tried to slow her heart rate and
breathing so that her ERANS would come under control again. Every step, though,
repeating the litany that she had told herself so many times before since
joining UNOP.


Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.


 


***


 


“Sheila, sweetheart,” Kat said, running through start up drills in
her cockpit, “I think I fucked up.”


“What is it this time?” Sheila said. 


“I’m serious. I had to undergo an assessment to see if I was fit
to be on duty and they asked me perfectly reasonable questions. Asked me about you,
actually, and questioned if I wasn’t treating you too much like a person.”


Sheila affected a robot-type voice. “I am not a person. I am an
artificial intelligence, with limited-general intelligence. My physical systems
are integrated into the shuttle.” She then returned to her normal,
human-like speaking voice. “My programming requires me to recite that
whenever the nature of my existence is brought up.”


“I know, Sheila, love. And I know you’re not human but you’re the
best bloody mate I have left. Strike that from your memory, Sheila.”


“I can’t do that, Kat.”


“Yeah, I know.”


“You sound somewhat depressed, Kat. Would you like to talk
about it?”


“When people we know die, we feel sad, Sheila. There’s nothing to
say, nothing to talk about. That’s just the way it is. Now, listen. We’re about
to go into some serious combat out there and you have to be ready. I know
everything checks out but we’re just going to keep doing it until we need to
take action.”


“I understand perfectly.”


“Are you sure we can’t cut out step six of the primary ignition
sequence and go straight into seven? There’s really no need for it.”


“It is a matter of safety, Kat. And we would merely be saving
approximately twenty-one seconds for the temperature to be equalized.”


“Yeah, but we might have to get away from the Victory so
quickly that those twenty-one seconds might save our lives. Can we add it to
the emergency launch sequence and run simulations?”


“I will do so almost immediately, sir.”


“Sir?” Kat said. 


Feet hammered on the steps outside and Crewman Harada stuck his
filthy face through the cockpit door and blurted out his breathless message.


“XO here to see you, sir!” 


Lieutenant Commander Soules waited for her under the engines, by
the open cargo ramp. He made out as if he was inspecting the engines above his
head but either he had forgotten where Mehdi had died or he was crassly drawing
her attention to it. He could have stood anywhere in the entire shuttle bay.


“You didn’t have to come all this way just to wish me good luck,
sir.”


Her heart was in her mouth. She was certain that the Lieutenant
Commander was about to relieve her of duty or at the least give her a serious
bollocking.


“Very amusing, Lieutenant. I’m carrying out a tour of the whole
ship but I do have specific orders for you, too.”


Here we go.


“Orders, sir?”


“You’ll be in charge of the evacuation of certain key personnel,
should we need to abandon ship.”


“Sir?”


“Here is the list.” He handed her a screen. “It’s saved locally to
that screen so for Christ’s sake, do not lose it and whatever you do, don’t let
any of the crew see the names on it. It is a sensitive matter, of course.”


“Of course, sir. What should I do with it?”


“We’ve got an hour or two before we fire our first shots. I need
you to make sure the people on this list can evacuate to the Lepus when
the shooting starts. They need to be on board so you can abandon ship the
moment the command is given.”


Great, so I’m supposed to be a nerd herder now?


“Some of these people won’t want to leave, sir. Not while the ship
is sound.”


“They will have their orders. And so do you.”


“Sir.”


“You better get on with it while you can. We stop spinning the
ship at 1430 hours.”


“Shit. A bloody zero-g evacuation.” The drills had always been a
clusterfuck.


“Good luck, Lieutenant. Get those people to the surface and we
won’t be a complete loss.” Lieutenant Commander Soules nodded and turned to
leave.


“When is the Sentinel getting here, sir?”


Soules turned back in the doorway before he ducked out. “Same
deadline as it ever was. Too late.”


 


 
















 


7.


 


“Eight dead, thirteen wounded and six MIA,” Captain Cassidy said,
looking around the hall. “It could have been worse.” His eyes paused on Ram,
who stood at the far wall at the opposite end of the room to the Marine
commander. “A lot worse.”


Was that aimed at me?


The storage area was packed with every living human on the planet,
minus those on guard duty and those who had been abducted by the wheelers. A
grand total of seventy-three people, civilians and Marines. Almost everyone
wore their EVA suits but most had removed their helmets. Ram breathed in the
stink of seventy unwashed, scared people jostling in a poorly ventilated, badly
lit storage area. No windows, no natural light.


Shelving lined one of the long walls, heaving with packets and
boxes of food, medicines. It looked like a lot but a hundred people would eat
their way through tons of food in no time at all. Medium term, they were relying
on resupply from orbit and for long term sustainability they had to have the
stability and security to develop methods for growing food on the surface, in
the center of the outpost and, in time, out in the open. But their presence on
the planet felt tenuous. Temporary. A tiny metal square of humanity, of Earth,
clinging to the surface of an entire planet like a flea on the hide of a
rampaging elephant. 


The front of the large room, behind Captain Cassidy, was filled
with enormous plastic water tanks. Ram tasted the remnants of acrid smoke in
the air. Though the technicians had assured him he had been thoroughly
decontaminated with chemicals and lights, he was sure he could still smell the
stink of the alien blood on the outside of his suit. 


“This wing,” Cassidy said, his parade ground voice filling the space,
“that is, the southern wing of the outpost, the wing closest to the airstrip,
where we are right now, is the only section where we have restored full power
and introduced full decontamination protocols. This was to allow mass medical
support to be implemented and also to alleviate the mental stress that many of
you experience from prolonged EVA. But please remain vigilant. You must keep
your helmet in hand at all times. You must ensure your water, food, drug and
medical, electrical and waste systems are maintained and topped up.”


“Probably a lot of diapers need changing round here, right, sir?”
Cooper said, looking up and grinning. The young Marine had taken a liking to
Rama, for some reason.


It appeared that there was a rumor amongst the Marines that the
civilian EVA suits waste systems were nothing more than adult sized diapers,
unlike the active mechanical systems in the combat models.


“They don’t have diapers in their suits,” Ram muttered. “Now, quiet,
Cooper.”


The Marine grinned. “Whatever you say, sir.”


Captain Cassidy continued with his grim update. “My men are
patrolling and setting up forward observation posts so that we will not be
taken completely unawares again. However, I urge you to be ready for anything.
One final point that I would like to make before I hand over. Everyone knows
this is a civilian led mission. However, due to the critical security
situation, I would appreciate it if all the civilians here would obey the
requests of any and all Marines, whether you understand or agree with the
request itself. We are here to protect you. If you are spoken to in a manner
that you find insulting then I apologize and you may take it up with me once we
are all safe. Until that time, ladies and gentlemen, please do as you are told.
Trust us and we will get you through this. Thank you.”


He stepped back while about five people clapped, briefly. Cassidy
bent his head to speak inaudibly to Former Director Zuma.


“I keep saying it,” Cooper said beside Ram, “but we just need to
deliver a bomb into the enemy base and blow up their hive queen.”


“Shut it, Cooper,” Ram said. “There is no hive queen. The wheelers
are like us. Individuals.”


“I doubt that, sir,” Cooper said. “If it looks like a fucked-up
spider, moves like a fucked-up spider, then that’s what it is.”


“Spiders don’t have hives,” Ram said. “Or queens.” 


“Well, wasps, then. Whatever.”


“Be quiet.”


Rama was impatient. All he wanted was to go after Milena and all
these people were doing was speeches. He wanted to wade through the tiny people
everywhere, strap on his guns and march after her. But he had no guns and he
had to find out where she was first. Either the bastards in charge did not know
or they were not telling him. 


Former Director Zuma stepped up. Once, when the Victory had
left Earth, Zuma had been in command of the entire mission but was demoted
after the incident where the crazy Russian subject Alina had murdered the
Subject Alpha, Mael and all the other subjects had been killed in the shootout
with the Marines.


Ram glanced over at Sifa. She stood to one side, looking just like
herself. He could not believe she was there. He had seen her die and now she
was alive again.


“Thank you, Captain,” Zuma said. She was short, powerfully built
and middle aged but still fit and powerful inside her combat-style EVA suit.
Once, he knew, she had been military. “I know I can speak for all of us when I
say we feel safer knowing that you are all here protecting us from the aliens
out there. And to all of you here I say that we must hold the course. We have
fought off two attacks now and we are still here. We killed a whole lot of
them. This is a victory. We put out the fires. We will rebuild the antennae and
reestablish contact with the Victory. We will cover the courtyard again
and reinforce our defenses, building trenches and ramparts with the bulldozer.
Our brave Marines are installing mounted weapons and we will build a
watchtower. We will be ready for anything. We will resist anything. Now, you
have all been assigned to new work parties for the next phase—”


“What about the people that they took?” Ram said. He was
surprised, as he had been before, by the volume of his voice. A number of
people in front of him jumped in surprise. 


A scowl passed over Zuma’s face but she turned it into a concerned
smile. “Thank you for speaking, Ram. We all appreciate what you have done for
us, back on the Orb and again here, during the attack. And my heart aches to
think of those we lost during it. But we are simply unable to risk pursuing
them. Much as we would like to—”


“We have the ETAT vehicles, they can be used to pursue the enemy.
We have plenty of people, plenty of weapons. We have to try something, we can’t
just leave them to those bastards.” 


In the sea of heads between him and Zuma, a few people nodded.


“I swear, I feel the same way that you do,” Zuma said. “But our
priority must be to this outpost. We do not know what will happen in orbit
around the planet. The Victory will win or perhaps withdraw from the
enemy ship. But we must be here when the Stalwart Sentinel and the rest
of the fleet arrives. The Ashoka and the Genghis will be
following close behind the Sentinel and transport and support ships
behind them, increasing our security with the arrival of each reinforcing ship.
Securing this position is our best choice, from a cost-benefit analysis.”


“Sure,” Ram said. “Only it doesn’t cost you anything to sit here
while our people are out there, suffering who knows what.”


Zuma nodded, an understanding smile on her face. “I know why you
feel so emotional. We all do, of course, but you in particular lost a close
friend and colleague. And then there is the guilt you must feel for abandoning
your post in the mess hall. You must be thinking that, had you followed orders,
you would have been there to save those people, instead of up at the front
where we already had dozens of Marines fighting.”


“Abandoned my post?” Ram was too astonished to express his outrage
properly. In a great rustling of EVA suits, the multitude of heads turned into
faces. “I didn’t have a post, I was shut in with the civilians. Anyway,
if I hadn’t been there on the wall, the wheelers would have broken through.”


Zuma scoffed. “I hardly think criticizing our brave Marines is
going to win you any favors around here, Ram, no matter your history. Now, you
need to let us do our job.”


“Fine,” Ram said. “I’ll go after them myself.”


Zuma glanced at Captain Cassidy, who stepped forward, his face
thunder. “You will not.” The Captain, no doubt mindful of his audience, shook
with the effort to keep his temper under control. “You might think you are a
Marine but if you were a real one, you would know what a terrible tactical
decision that would be. You already screwed up once and look what happened. You
will not do so again or so help me, I will destroy your custom weapons and take
away your EVA suit. You can sit in this outpost on your hands until the Sentinel
arrives. Do you understand me, Seti?”


Ram nodded. “I understand you perfectly, Cassidy.”


The Captain’s face turned red and his eyes bulged. “I won’t have
someone guilty of—”


Zuma touched Cassidy lightly on the arm and spoke up. “I’m happy
we can all agree. There is so much to do and we must get on with it. And Ram,
you and Sifa have been tasked with collecting the remains of the dead wheelers
in the attack. They’re everywhere. It is such a messy job but you two are the
only ones strong enough. Don’t worry, you will have a team of Marines to
protect you. Everyone else, let us go to work.”


Zuma and Cassidy watched Ram.


It seemed to Ram that all the people in the room hesitated and
looked to him, waiting for him to argue. Expecting it. As if they were
collectively holding their breath.


But what could he say that had not already been said?


All he could do was pretend to play along. Play their game.


 “Alright,” Ram nodded, shrugging elaborately with his hands,
palms up. “Let’s go to work.”


Then, when they relaxed, he would make his move.


 


***


 


“It’s a shit job,” Cooper said. “I feel bad for you guys.”


Ram and Sifa dragged another wheelhunter corpse by the legs over
to the back of the ETAT buggy and dumped it on the floor. Cooper sat on top of
the roll cage, leaning on the barrel of the belt-fed grenade launcher mounted
next to him. The rear of the ETAT already had a pair of wheeler corpses stacked
on the flatbed, limbs sticking out everywhere like a nightmare sculpture from a
fever dream.


“Cooper!” Sergeant Stirling shouted. “Eyes on the horizon, you
bloody useless idiot.”


 “Sorry, Sarge.”


The team were deployed in an arc in front of the ETAT while the
two giant ex-subjects labored to tidy up the mess out in front of the outpost.
Commanding the team, Ensign Tseng sat perched in the all-terrain vehicle’s
passenger seat and watched Sergeant Stirling do all the actual commanding.


Ram had to fight the urge to run after Milena. Playing it cool was
harder than he had expected but he had to be strong. Had to give no one any
suspicion that he was getting ready to pursue the wheelers who had abducted
Milena and the others. 


“It is a shit job,” Ram said, breathing hard. His back was
starting to ache. He and Sifa stretched the dead alien between them and heaved
it up to the top of the pile. 


They missed. It hit the stack and bounced down to the ground
again. 


“That first one was too big,” Sifa said, her familiar voice
sounding in his ear, breathy like those times she had panted his name while
riding his naked body.


Not this body. And not that Sifa, neither.


“Stand back,” Ram said. 


He bent low, wrapped his arms around the alien’s central hub and
picked the whole thing up in a bear hug. He walked it forward and threw it onto
the other two.


“You are stronger than I am,” Sifa said. 


“I’m bigger.” Ram shrugged, elaborately flapping his arms up and
down once so that she could see him shrugging inside the suit. “Still, this
body is not as strong as my last one. Much less muscle mass. Makes sense, the
last body was when I was training to grapple their champion.” He slapped the
dead alien next to him. “But this time, I suppose they wanted me to have more
stamina. Real world utility.”


The Marines in the ETAT drove it toward Wheeler Row. Ram and Sifa
walked after it. The buggy was weighted down so far that the vehicle could
barely exceed walking speed without risking damage to the suspension.


“Your last body,” Sifa said. “Strange, how we use these words. Not
many people can speak as we do.” 


He had barely spoken to her since the attack but every time he
heard her voice, it caused him to feel unsettled. She sounded different. The
Sifa he had known was playful, joyful, sensual. She had been quick witted and,
sly, maybe. 


This new Sifa was boring. Her speech monotone. He supposed that,
when they had uploaded her mind to the surviving clone, there had been some
sort of mistake and not all of her had copied over correctly. It was sad. Just
sad. 


“I know,” he said. “It is strange. Confusing. But it’s not all
bad. I mean, I’m here when I should be dead. And you, too. I never thought I
would see you again.”


She shook her head. “I have no memory of you.”


“So I heard. Something went wrong with the procedure?”


“The single viable version of my mind was from before you were
revived on the Victory. I am sorry. I know that we were friends. At
least, you were with the other Sifa. They showed me video of her. Of her
speaking with you. But that was not me.”


He wanted to ask if they had shown her video of the two of them
screwing but he guessed that would not be polite.


“Well,” Ram said, searching for something to say, “I’m just glad
you’re alright. And, hey, we just get to make friends with each other all over
again, right?” He grinned.


“I would like that,” she said, without any indication that she
meant it.


They unloaded the bodies and dumped them at the end of the line.
Ram couldn’t remember who started calling it Wheeler Row but, you had to hand
it to the Marines, they were great at naming things descriptively. 


The problem was knowing what to do with the alien bodies. Digging
graves or a pit big enough would take the bulldozer and engineers a day or more
and use up some of their precious rock blasting charges. Burning the bodies was
an affront to the exobiologists who wanted to study them. So, all they could do
was remove the corpses away from the outpost, somewhere downwind. Stacking them
high would provide potential cover for the enemy, should they return and fields
of fire had to be kept clear. Hence, lining the bodies up next to each other in
Wheeler Row.


“I still say we should have posed the corpses so they spelled out
S.O.S.,” Ram said as they hitched a lift back out to the battlefield. “Or
R.A.M.A.”


“They will have the radio working again soon,” Sifa said, straight
faced.


“Right,” Ram said. “Sure.”


He stared up the hills looming over the outpost, wondering how
quickly he could cover the distance between him and Milena over that incredibly
tough terrain. Tried not to think about what they might be doing to her. 


Ensign Tseng, in the passenger seat, looked over his shoulder as
best he could in his suit. “I believe it would have been best to arrange the
bodies in poses and display them all around the outpost. Sever the limbs, impale
the hubs on spikes at the perimeter.”


“Okay,” Ram said, unsettled by the idea of the enemy doing
something similar to Milena. Is that why they took our people? “You
think it would intimidate the wheelers?”


“Unknown,” the Ensign said. “But it is worth doing on the chance
that it would. Unsettling them psychologically might give us a tactical edge.”


“Did you, you know, float it up the chain of command?”


The Ensign scoffed. “Every suggestion I ever made has been thrown
back in my face by that man.”


Ram glanced at Sifa, who rolled her eyes and pulled a face.


“By Captain Cassidy?” Ram asked, casually. “You two don’t get
along?”


“Ha,” Ensign Tseng said. “As if you didn’t know.”


Ram was about to argue that he did not, in fact, know about it but
Sifa was making cutting gestures with her hand and she twisted her fingers over
her faceplate where her mouth was, as if buttoning her lips. Ram was pleased to
see that some of the old Sifa was in there after all. 


Milena. She was a prisoner, and Ram was doing nothing. 


Not doing nothing. He had a plan. Spend a few hours doing what he
was told, obeying every order, presenting no outward resistance to the chain of
command. At the same time, he would do everything he could to obtain his custom
firearm, and whatever other equipment he could obtain. Then, when night fell,
he would steal a vehicle and make a run for the alien base. Fight his way
inside, find Milena, and escape. 


The only problem was that he had almost none of the detail worked
out. That, and the fact that the civilian and Marine commanders would be
expecting him to pull something like that. 


I’ll just be cool. Play at being obedient and dutiful until
sunset. 


The sun was already getting lower in the sky.


The sun. Not our Sun. 


Instead, a strange star that looked so much like Sol, hanging in
that strange sky, a sky like a tropical sea churned by a storm.


Soon, he would go into those hills, and kill more wheelers. As
many as it took. All he had to do was play it cool for a few hours.


But he could not stop his mind working in a particular direction
and he could not hold his tongue for long.


“Listen, guys,” Ram said on the team channel as the ETAT stopped
by the next body. “What did you think about Zuma and Cassidy’s order to not go
after the six who were taken?”


“Oh, no you don’t,” Cooper said. “You ain’t mixing me up in
anything. I’m in enough trouble.”


“Hey, no,” Ram started to object as he realized what a stupid
thing it was to say. “I’m not going to do—”


“It doesn’t matter what any of us think,” Ensign Tseng said.
“Orders are orders. And you would do well to remember that.”


“I remember the threats well enough,” Ram said, speaking lightly
and he bent to lift up a wheeler body all by himself. Sifa leaned on the ETAT,
watching him. “Funny, how they have to threaten me, isn’t it? Until you
remember that I never signed up. I never volunteered for the mission. I never
joined the Marines. I’m just here. So, what do I care about following orders?”


Cooper and Harris laughed, heartily, but Ram did not know why. 


“Well, we did join up,” Tseng said. “And did volunteer. In fact,
we fought to be here. So we won’t listen to any more of your seditious
comments. Get on with your work.”


“I’m working, aren’t I?” Ram said, dumping the body on the
flatbed, irritated by the junior officer’s tone. “And if you guys are all such
committed Marines, how come our brave and brilliant Captain Cassidy keeps
giving this team all the shit jobs? How come all the other Marines ignore you?
Other than the times they say nasty shit to you on private channels. What did
you guys do?”


“We didn’t do anything,” Harris said. 


“Don’t tell this bastard nothing,” Sergeant Stirling said. He was
the biggest man on the planet, other than Ram, and he had a mean look about
him. “None of you.”


The Marines fell silent. Even Ensign Tseng was suddenly
disinclined to debate.


“Hey,” Sifa said to Ram on a one-to-one needlecast, “I have to
tell you something. About what they did to you while you were—”


“Listen up,” Ensign Tseng shouted on the team channel. “New orders
just in. The xenobio guys need a new alien to slice up, stat. Rama, you will
take this one here. Doesn’t look too badly shot up, right? It’s only a little
one. Sifa, you will carry on working here. Sergeant Stirling and Corporal Fury will assist you, using the ropes
and winch where necessary.”


“Wait a second,” Ram said. “I can’t lug this thing all the way
back to the outpost.”


“You could if you had to,” Tseng said. “But they’re sending the
other ETAT. There it is now.”


It raced from around the damaged outpost walls and bounced toward
them, a Marine driving with a civilian in the passenger seat. It slid to a stop
in a shower of stones that pinged off everyone and covered them in dust. 


Sergeant Stirling marched to the ETAT driver. “Watch it, you
fucking idiot.,” he roared. “Are you trying to get yourself on this burial
detail, is that it? Let me explain to you this thing we call good manners.
Seeing how your jinxhead mother was too much of a dumbfuck to teach you
herself. Get your ass out of that chair while I’m talking to you, what do you
think you are, a fucking rear admiral, you useless excuse for a Marine.”


While the Sergeant continued to educate the Marine, Ram turned to
Sifa. 


“What were you saying?” he asked. “About what they did to me.”


“I shouldn’t say anything,” Sifa said. “But you have a right to—”


“Transfer that body, Mr. Seti,” Ensign Tseng shouted. “You can
converse on your own time.”


“It’s all my own time,” Ram said but he bent to pick up the alien
all the same. “Talk to you after our watch,” he said to Sifa. “When we eat.”


“Alright, I’d like that,” Sifa said, a hint of white teeth
flashing on her beautiful, dark face.


“No, no, no!” the civilian jumped out of the ETAT passenger seat
and stomped toward Ram. “Not that one, not that one.” He jabbed a finger repeatedly
at the wheeler that Ram was gathering in his arms. “I don’t want a small one.
We have a small one already. I want a big one. I want the biggest one we can
find.”


Ram dropped the wheeler corpse back on the flatbed and
straightened slowly, his aching back cracking as he did so.


“Of course you do.”


 


***


 


“Can I watch?” Ram asked as the xenobiology team began cutting
away the wheeler suit.


They had retrieved a large specimen and brought it back to the
special laboratory. The other half of the room had a table with the remains of
the last wheeler they had dissected. That previous body had five of the six
legs removed and one of the two arms and the hub was peeled back in triangular
sections. The massive gelatinous organs from inside now sat in jars or were
draped in steel bowls.


“You want to watch?” the team leader, Dr. Rothbard said,
irritated. “Why?”


“Well, I spent months learning how to best kill one but it was
largely guess work. I want to see how I can best kill one for real. And, you
know, I was kind of the first person to dissect one anyway, right? Dissection
with a vengeance, you might say.”


“Yes, very droll. Alright, seeing as you are the savior of all
humanity and so on and so forth. You may stand in that corner,” he pointed with
a scalpel, “and you may stay as long as you do not move and you do not speak to
me or my colleagues. Do you agree to my terms?”


“Sure,” Ram said. “Let me know if you need any of my professional advice.”


The doctor snorted in derision and Ram took his assigned place.
Being as tall as the ceiling did have some advantages and afforded him a clear
view of the proceedings. The small team worked quickly, efficiently.  The
pieces of tissues that they cut away from the skin went into separate areas to
be recorded and analyzed by members of the team. Cameras captured video while
Dr. Rothbard worked. If the EVA suit bothered him, it didn’t show, as the man
worked deftly, slicing away slithers of skin or sawing out great chunks. He
narrated into his suit microphone, quietly. Ram could not make out most of what
he said but every now and then the doctor would exclaim that something was
fascinating or astonishing.


“Remarkable,” he muttered, for the fifth time.


“What is remarkable about it, Doctor?” Ram asked. 


“I thought we agreed that you would not speak?”


“We did agree that but I’m untrustworthy and have no self-control.
The skin is extremely thick, isn’t it, even as a proportion of the mass of the
creature. And it looks to me to be striated, with different, distinct layers
from the outside to the inside. Are the bumps and protuberances on the outside
actually sense organs, like it was originally hypothesized?” 


Dr. Rothbard half turned and grunted. “See all that from up there,
did you? Or are you just parroting back my narration to me?”


“Can’t really hear what you’re saying, Doctor but I read all your
briefings back when I was training for the Orb. I remember that you thought it
might sense the electricity in my muscles, like a shark does with fish. And
maybe that it comes from a world covered in volcanic smoke and that’s why it
has no eyes but it might sense infrared and other, non-visual sprectra.”


The doctor sighed. “It is remarkable how the untrained will focus
on the wilder speculation in those reports.”


“Well, you wrote it, Doc.”


“They demanded hypotheses!” he cried. “Never mind telling them you
just do not have the data. If you do not speculate, they informed me, we will
just have to find someone who will. It is a crime against the scientific
method.”


“So, you don’t believe it?”


“I have no opinion,” he said, sniffing. “These creatures are just
astonishing. Just remarkable.”


“In your reports from before, I remember you were hoping to
examine the one I killed in the arena. In the unlikely event that I was
successful.”


“Is that how I phrased it? Well, yes but it was very badly
damaged.”


Ram shrugged. “I’m sorry about that.”


“It is fine, you did what you had to do, I suppose. And we have
made a good start on examining the remains that we collected from Orb Station
Zero.”


“That’s great. So, how come you’re so impressed by dissecting this
one? This is your third wheeler corpse, right?”


The doctor shook his head slowly, demonstrating just how
astonished he was by Ram’s ignorance. “Do you know that there shall be hundreds
of PhD’s written on these creatures? An entire generation of biologists will
study these animals and nothing else, their whole lives and still there will be
more to discover for the generation to follow. And yet our dear Director Zuma
and darling Captain Cassidy expect me to tell them how they work. How
they work! By God, the ignorance. It is astounding.”


“Okay, Dr. Rothbard, I understand. I’m sorry I interrupted.”


The doctor paused. “As well you should be. Nevertheless, you did
remark upon the uniqueness of the skin, did you not? And that is all I can
think of myself. So much tissue and so many organs inside the central hub and
the structure of the bone material is crying out for study. The structure of
the foot must be analyzed also. But the skin of these things may well be the
most astonishing of it all. Think about this. We have discovered no mouths and
no anuses.”


“Okay. I am thinking about it and I don’t like what I’m thinking.”


“The skin of these creatures is as complicated as a lifeform in
itself. A whole ecosystem, perhaps. When I was a young man I studied microbial
mats in tidal and evaporating pools in Mexico. Layer upon layer of microbes,
each layer a new species, often unrelated to the ones above and below but each
performing a function required by the whole. This animal here is a single
creature but the layers appear to be just as variated and complex as those
colony lifeforms. The outer surface is hard, as you know, but flexible. And the
pores allow it to respirate. Other pores, I believe, allow it to absorb
nutrients and other pores are for excretion.”


“You mean it shits all over itself?” Ram said. 


“What? Oh, for goodness sake, Mr. Seti. Are you a man or a child?
What do you call sweating? You leak spittle and urine and semen out of your
specialized organs, do you not”


“I don’t think I do, Dr. Rothbard. Only at the appropriate times.”


The doctor sighed dramatically. “Of course, and so would this
creature. I doubt that it would excrete while feeding any more than you would.”


Ram started to tell the doctor that he had eaten on the toilet
many times back when he was morbidly obese but he thought it would not go down
too well.


“I’m sorry, please tell me more.”


“The structures all over the outer layer of skin do appear to have
specialized functions. At least, from our initial examinations over the course
of the last few months. We believe there are least sixteen separate varieties
of these bulbous, protuberances. These ones possibly sense electrical signals
in the atmosphere. These may respond to thermal changes. These ones, and these,
and these, all produce electromagnetic emissions.”


“That’s how they communicate with each other?”


“It certainly appears that way. They are also able to generate
sounds, as you know. Information can be encoded in many formats. We’re
experimenting on the live specimen now.”


“It’s true, then?” Ram said. “One of them survived?”


“It seems to be recovering its strength, as far as we can tell.
Which is not very far, unfortunately. We have no way of knowing where to begin
with regards to treatment for trauma. All the other wounded individuals died
within three hours but they all had penetration injuries from projectiles and
corresponding suit ruptures. Our friend in the next room was possibly
incapacitated by the blast damage of an explosion occurring in close proximity.
In all likelihood. It is my sincere hope that we can in some way communicate
with the creature.”


“You’re talking to it?” Ram asked, wandering over to the door that
Rothbard had indicated. “You’re keeping it in here?” There was a window in the
top half of the door and Ram bent to peer inside. It was another lab, the same
size as the room he was in, but a third of it had been caged off with floor to
ceiling bars. Behind them, the dark mass of a wheelhunter. A Marine stood guard
on the other side of the bars.


It seemed almost insane to bring one of those creatures inside the
walls of the base. So insane that he had not fully believed the people who had told
him the longest surviving wheeler had been locked behind hastily-welded bars.
Ram had half a mind to go in there and run the beast through with his sword. 


“Do not open that door,” Rothbard snapped. 


“I wasn’t going to,” Ram said, taking his hand away from the
handle. “So, how are you talking to it?”


Rothbard sighed. “As I have already explained to you, they produce
and detect very precisely modulated emissions in a rather astonishingly wide
band of the spectrum. So we will use an AI to systematically run through
permutations until we get a response.”


“Can you ask it where its friends took our people?” Ram asked. 


The scientist stared at him. “If we are ever able to communicate
with the species, I predict it will take many months, if not years or even decades
before we can carry on a conversation.”


“Shit. But you have an AI helping you.”


“They are not magical.” Rothbard scoffed. “Humans have to set
their parameters and we are attempting to converse with a creature that speaks
in radio frequencies.”


“Are the electromagnetic emissions what interferes with our
sensors and suits and equipment when they get close?”


“Oh, no. Well, we don’t know. But it’s likely they can’t generate
enough power for all that. No, much more likely to be technologically generated
but it might be the same principle.”


“Perhaps these are how they communicate with each other. And
perhaps they evolved to use disorienting battle cries and that became a kind of
cultural convention that was translated into their military doctrine, using their
technology to flood the spectrum to disorient the enemy.”


Dr. Rothbard stared for a moment before bursting out laughing.
“Stick to what you’re good at, Mr. Seti. You can kill them. Leave the science
to the professionals.”


“I think I’ll do just that. Thanks for your time, Doctor.”


On the way out, Ram stopped by two men at the far side of the lab.
What caught his eye was the object of their study. 


In a mount upon the bench was an alien pistol. What was more is
they had a panel on the side removed and they were tapping on a small cylinder
inside the exposed workings. Seeing the weapon near normal sized men made it
obvious just how huge the pistol was. A human would have to hold it with two
hands and the shape of it was designed to fit in the bony claws


“Are you sure you should be doing that?” Ram asked. 


Both men jumped.


One of them glared up at him. “Don’t sneak up on us, you madman!” 


The other grinned. “It’s perfectly safe. We removed the power
source and the ammunition.”


“What is the power source?” Ram said. 


“A battery, what do you think,” the first man said. 


“We don’t know,” the other admitted. “But yes, an energy storage
unit, most likely. I mean, it could be generating energy through some exotic
interaction with other dimensions but I find that highly unlikely.”


“Don’t bother us, please,” the first said. “We have important work
to do.”


“I’m sure,” Ram said. “What is the ammunition? How does it work?”


While one of them gritted his teeth the other pointed out the
features of the weapon. “It heats pulses of plasma in this chamber here and
shoots them using electromagnetic fields in the barrel section down here. Like
our own rail guns, only instead of a solid projectile they use this ionized,
super high-density plasma. Remarkable, really.”


“We don’t know how it works yet,” the other one said. “And we need
to focus, please. These things are dangerous and possibly unstable, so, if you
don’t mind.”


“They’re not unstable. We’ve got fifty of the things back there,”
the second guy said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “They’re totally safe
unless you turn them on, charge them up. And you know it, Frederick.”


“I don’t, and neither do you, Norman.”


“What’s the bit you were tapping on with your screwdriver a minute
ago?” Ram asked, pointing. “That thing there.”


“It’s a capacitor,” Norman said. “A truly remarkable one at that.
The energy from the battery flows into the capacitor and it does it faster than
anything we can build. More incredibly than that, is the fact that it can hold
more energy than anything we can make, by an order of magnitude at least.”


“Hyperbole,” Frederick muttered. 


“It is not,” Norman said. 


“Premature, then.”


Norman nodded and shrugged. “Okay, perhaps, yes. Still, these
capacitors are a generation or more ahead of ours. A century, even. I can’t
imagine how they work. It’s so exciting.”


“Okay,” Ram said. “I don’t understand but it means a lot to you, I
can tell, so, well done. Good luck to—”


“Don’t you see? If these can be scaled up, maybe even chained
together, can you imagine how much of a discharge we could produce? We could
have ground based lasers powerful enough to shoot an incoming asteroid, even
through atmosphere. An increase in range and power and—”


“You don’t know that, Norm,” Frederick said. “Calm down.”


“I’m sorry,” Norman said. He looked up at Ram, chewing his lip.
“I’m sorry, we really have a lot of work to do and we need to get back to it.”


“No problem,” Ram said. “Bottom line is, don’t get shot by one of
these.” He grinned. “Right, guys?”


Neither men smiled back at him. “Have you see the bodies of our
people?” Frederick said, eyes rimmed with red and water building in the
corners. “Seen the injuries in Medical? Goes through some sections of your
amour. Lots of lost limbs. Goes through civilian suits like they’re nothing,
straight through flesh and bone like they’re butter and out the other side.
Some suits were hit multiple times and just melted onto the person inside,
stripping away and dissolving the human tissue like—” He stopped speaking,
staring off into nothing.


Reaching above the suit’s power pack, Norman rubbed his colleague
on the back, sympathy radiating from his face. 


Ram mumbled his thanks and got the hell out of there. 


 


***


 


Ram hunted down Sifa in the mess hall. The decontamination process
had four separate phases and by the time he got in there, he was so hungry he
thought he might pass out. The smell of hot food made his head spin but he did
not eat until she joined him at the table. It was only polite. The place was
heaving with sweaty Marines and civilians. The Marines mostly wore their armor,
with helmets removed but plenty of the civilians had ditched their EVA suits
and wore overalls. Ram thought they were crazy to be so unprepared for another
attack.


“We finished clearing the alien bodies,” Sifa said while she
spooned the hot, beige slop up to her mouth. “I am glad to be away from that
team of Marines.”


“You don’t like them?” Ram asked, keeping his voice down. He felt
like half the people in the hall were looking at him and Sifa. The two freaks.
The pair of resurrected, genetically engineered subjects left over from the
primary mission like giant zombies.


“No, I do not like them. All they do is argue with each other and
throw insults.”


“That’s how Marines communicate.”


“That team are not proper Marines, however.”


“What do you mean?”


“Surely you know?” She tilted her head. “I suppose no one wanted
to insult you.”


“Please tell me what you’re talking about.”


“The team that you have been assigned to, commanded by Ensign
Tseng and Sergeant Stirling. Each member of that team was previously removed
from active duty, or however the proper term goes.”


“When? Why?”


His armor’s wrist screen vibrated and beeped in his ear. A message
notification slid in over his vision. He ignored it.


“Months ago. Years. I do not know anything, really. Just that they
are mocked and laughed at. I think one or more committed crimes. Others,
perhaps, are professionally incompetent. Whatever the reasons, they were
reinstated temporarily and given weapons because of the dire situation. It is
why they are referred to as Spaz Squad and Team Retard and so on. These are
offensive terms, meant to mock them, you understand. You will have to ask them
for the details.”


“I don’t think I will. But thanks for telling me, Sifa. And you
were going to tell me something else. Something about me.”


She lowered her voice and leaned in. “Something else I am not
supposed to tell you.”


His wrist screen beeped again, a light on his wrist blinking
rapidly. He opened the message. It instructed him to report to Captain Cassidy,
immediately. Ram had twisting feeling in his guts that was not from the bad
food.


“What is it?” Sifa asked. “Something bad happened?”


“No,” Ram said. “Nothing that can’t wait. You said they did
something to me?”


“Listen,” she lowered her voice and leaned in further, eyes
glancing around. “You are being lied to.”


A chill struck him, as if his suit cooling system had been cranked
up to high. 


“I’m what?” 


“Rama Seti,” a voice called out from across the room. It was
Gunnery Sergeant Wu, pushing his way through the masses over to Ram’s table.
“Captain Cassidy wants to see you, sir. Why are you ignoring him?”


Ram glanced at Sifa. “I got the message about two seconds ago.”


“Well, then, you need to get to the command center, immediately,
sir.”


“I’m having a conversation with my friend and it’s important
that—”


“Listen,” Gunnery Sergeant Wu said, then leaned in, lowering his
voice. “I did what you asked, sir, and I passed on your requisition request for
your battle rifle and sidearm. If you don’t go and speak to the Captain right
now then he certainly will not issue it to you.”


Ram nodded. He needed the massive firepower of the XRS-Handspear
if he was going to mount a rescue attempt for Milena and the others. 


“Alright. Sifa, I want to hear what you have to say more than
anything but I have to go get my gun.”


“I understand.” She looked upset or nervous, perhaps. Not her old
self. Not at all. “We can speak at any time.”


Ram hesitated but Gunny Wu stood right there and, for whatever
reason, Sifa was unwilling to say more. He winked at her and moved off with Wu,
heading for the door. 


Before Ram left him, the Gunnery Sergeant had one more piece of
advice. “Sir, you know me and the guys love you for what you did. And we know
you saved the Spaz squad from letting the wheelers in the front door. But you
have to do whatever the Captain says. And be honest with him. He’ll know if
you’re lying, believe me.”


“What the hell would I have to lie about?” Ram asked, grinning as
he turned away.


But he was nervous as he headed to the outpost CIC. The Captain
was a tough bastard and he had as much authority as a man could have. 


All I want is my weapon. Tell him whatever he wants to hear and
get out of there.


The Command Center was a relatively grand name for a relatively
unassuming, ramshackle little box of a room in the southwest corner of the
outpost. The communications and intelligence systems were all routed through
there and the various teams of Marines and civilians were organized and
coordinated by the Company command team and the UNOP civilian leaders’ staff.
Screens were pasted over every vertical surface and images, text and symbols
played across all of them.


After such a long time being a giant person, wherever Ram went, people
noticed him. More than noticed him, they tended to stare or say hello or jump
out of his way. And walking into the CIC, heads turned to him and the most
senior officer on the planet looked up and waved him over.


Captain Cassidy had a standing desk and he held up a hand to
silence the Sergeant Major he was speaking to.


“You sent for me, Captain Cassidy?” Ram asked. 


Sergeant Major Gruger shuddered with anger. “Took your damned time
about it, didn’t you?”


“I came almost right away.”


“Almost!” the Sergeant Major’s lip curled with contempt. “Almost,
he says. Disgraceful.”


“What’s his problem?” Ram asked the Captain, jerking his thumb at
the Sergeant.


The NCO spluttered but the Captain silenced him. “Thank you,
Sergeant Major, that will be all.”


With a fraction of a second hesitation, the Sergeant Major saluted
smartly. “Sir!” He turned about and marched off, with only a little less
formality than a parade ground display. 


“You don’t want to make an enemy of that man,” Captain Cassidy
said. “He’s the most dangerous bastard on the planet.”


“Him?” Ram said. “He seems like an uptight jerk.”


“It’s all for show,” Cassidy said. “He terrorizes the men. He keeps
the other sergeants in line. Even my lieutenants are scared of him. Especially
them, in fact.”


“Why the hell do you keep him around?”


“Are you joking? That’s exactly what I need. That’s his job. But
he already hates you, so don’t push him.”


“Why does he hate me?”


The Captain paused. “He thinks you were gifted too much. You have
unearned knowledge and unearned position.”


“Oh yeah? Do you think I should tell him that I don’t know shit
and that I’m assigned to Spaz Squad?”


Cassidy nodded. “Your request for your weapon came through from
Sergeant Wu. Now, making friends with the quartermaster is a smart move, I’ll
give you that. But I cannot issue you a firearm.”


Ram felt a surge of anger, an instant desire for violence. But it
fell away as quickly as it had risen up. “Can I ask why?”


“You know why. You are planning to run off after your girlfriend.”


Ram forced himself to laugh. “I’m not. I know there’s no point.
And she’s not my girlfriend. She’s a friend and colleague, that’s all.”


“You know that she is very likely dead, don’t you?” The Captain
stared into Ram’s eyes. “Come on, Seti, I want to hear you say it.”


“Yes. I know she’s probably dead.”


“And you know that you have zero chance of rescuing her.”


“Exactly. I do know that. Having a large caliber battle rifle will
not help me against dozens or maybe hundreds of wheelers that have at least two
transport vehicles and who knows what other resources. I know that, without
communications systems to speak to the Victory and to the satellite
network, there’s no way to be certain where they took her and the others. So,
if I know all that and I tell you I’m not going, you have no reason not to
issue me my firearms. Right?”


Cassidy seemed amused. “I don’t trust you. I don’t know you. You
can fight, I don’t doubt it. I heard what you did with that sword of yours
during the attack and I admit that you are certainly an asset.”


“Oh yeah? So what was with chewing me out during that speech
earlier?”


“Don’t take it personally, son. A lot of the guys and gals round
here think the sun shines out of your ass. I don’t want them to have anything
to do with you, so I have to give the impression I have nothing but contempt
for you. With Sergeant Major Gruger, it is genuine contempt but all I’m doing
is redressing the balance. My people will follow me more than they will follow
you.”


“I don’t doubt it for a moment. You think I’m a danger to unit
cohesion.”


“They kept telling me you were a smart guy.”


“So, if I’m an asset, why can’t you let me help to defend this
place? These people? And why am I assigned to the Spaz Squad? You think I’m
Retard Team material, is that it?”


The Captain scowled. “Don’t use those terms. Whatever else those
people might have done, they’re still Marines and they are under my command. I
won’t have them insulted in my presence. And you being assigned to them means
you should not face any combat unless it is strictly necessary. As you saw
during the attack, I sent you and them to oversee the evacuation. It was my
tactical failure that meant they were the unit holding back the final thrust. I
was not expecting two armored fighting vehicles to slow down my flanking
attack. If you had not stepped up and blocked the entrance with wheeler bodies,
we would not have had time to drive them away.”


“And that crazy shuttle pilot who took out the tanks, right? Those
guys knocked out those wheeler Wildcats.”


The Captain’s face darkened. “True. And yet they took that weapon
with them when they left us here. We unpacked antipersonnel autoturrets and
support drones and I ordered the ETATs to be armed with mounted support weapons
but they would have been no use against those Wildcats. That cannon was
supposed to be removed from the shuttle and left on the surface for us to mount
on the outpost but they took it away with them. Still, I admit it was fine
shooting. I hope that they made it to the Victory.”


“No offense, sir, but what’s the delay with repairing the
antenna?”


Cassidy sighed. “The bastard wheelers ripped the shit out of it
before they set off their incendiary device. The techs have had to print every
component and rebuild from scratch, it’s taking them forever but they’ve almost
got it. We had connection to a satellite as it passed over today but something
broke. You got to hand it to those sons of bitches, they really screwed us.”


“I thought they were supposed to be tactically simplistic. That’s
what you said in your briefing during the descent to the—”


“I know what I said. It was accurate based on the data from the
first attack.” Cassidy glanced around the room before looking back up at Ram.
“What did you make of the second attack? Tactically?”


Ram was surprised to be asked but he assumed it was a test of some
kind. “They seemed slow. Not individually but collectively, they had more
vehicles than us, those Wildcats were heavily armed and armored and the
wheelers can move faster than us but they advanced slowly. Not sure why. Wasn’t
as though they were scared. I thought it was like you suggested in the
briefing, maybe they were thinking slowly, perhaps they were used to a slower
pace of combat than we are, from a doctrine point of view. But after they got
away with our people and destroyed the comms room I started to think maybe they
just had some very specific mission goals. Their first attack was a probe. Then
when they came back in force, they took their time. They amassed forces in the
hills for what, forty hours or more? And when they attacked, they just took
their time. When the shuttle landed, they brought up their mortars or whatever
they were and started shelling us, tried to pin us down, maybe, while they
brought their vehicles up to destroy the shuttle.”


“Destroy?”


“Um, I guess they didn’t shell the Lepus, did they. I
assumed they didn’t have the range. Do you think they were trying to capture
the shuttle? Makes sense. Anyway, so they sent in their units carefully and
only when we were committed did they flank us, destroy the comms, snatch our
people and pull out. We killed a lot of them but we don’t know what kind of
impact that will make on their tactical ability. There might be hundreds more.
Thousands, right? Or we might have crippled them.”


“What do you think?”


“I think if they could have finished us off, they would have. They
withdrew because you were hammering them.”


“What does that say about how they think?”


“That they’re not tactically naive after all. Just methodical.
Conservative.”


Cassidy nodded slowly.


“And so, probably,” Ram continued, “all we need to do is wait for
our reinforcements to arrive on Admiral Howe’s Stalwart Sentinel.
Assuming that the Victory can hold off the enemy ship for long enough.
Sit tight, keep improving the defenses, keep sending out patrols and get the
radio fixed and when we have orbital and aerial superiority we can take the
fight to them. Finish them off, the little bastards.”


Cassidy grinned.


“So,” Ram asked. “How did I do?”


“I’ve heard worse,” Cassidy said, shrugging. “But I still can’t
give you those firearms.”


“Oh, come on.”


“You are undisciplined. Unstable. You can’t control yourself.”


Ram was confused. “I don’t know where you get that idea.” He
assumed Cassidy was referring to Ram’s original life, which was sedentary, and
body, which was morbidly obese. “Look, okay, listen, you think I’m going to go
running off into the hills. But I know I wouldn’t get far before I was brought back.
These suits have tracking chips, I’ll bet. So it’s not like I could get away and
I realize that. I just want to be ready for when they come back. And, I don’t
know, I just feel like I need it. You officers have your sidearms and the men
have rifles. Feels like a missing limb.”


“All right, all right,” Cassidy said, scowling. “Don’t labor the
point. Unless there’s anything you want to add to your sob story? But listen,
if you fuck up or if you fuck me then I will fuck you, for real.”


“For real?”


“Do you understand?”


“Sure.”


Cassidy sighed and tapped a screen. “Collect it from the armory.
There’s a ton of unique ammunition for your weapons just taking up space
anyway, so you get it out of there. It’s your responsibility now. Don’t let me
down and we’ll see what kind of a future you might have in the UNOPS Marine
Corps.”


Ram grinned. “Yes, sir.”


But as he left, all he could think of was Sifa’s words to him in
the mess hall. 


You are being lied to. 


 


***


 


The Armory was a nothing but a storage area with piles of boxes
everywhere. It was no better protected against attack or theft than anywhere
else in the small outpost.


“You already know how to operate it,” Sergeant Wu said, as he
handed over the case for the XRS-Handspear. “All you need to look out for is the
ammo feed jamming. I haven’t had time to have your ammo belts or the magazines
quality assured. And, to be honest, I won’t have the time either. But I
recommend you do it yourself or get one of your men to do it for you. In your
team. One you trust, not one of the bad ones.”


Sergeant Wu was tired. Exhausted, even. And Ram had no wish to tax
the man any more than he already had but he was the closest thing that Ram had
to an ally in the Marines so he had to ask the guy.


“My team, Sergeant?” Ram said. “Who are the bad ones? They all
seem normal, I don’t get why they’re the loser squad.”


Wu sighed, rubbing one eye. “To be honest, none of them are
incompetent in terms of proficiencies. Everyone who was selected for this
mission was of the highest caliber.” Wu yawned. “We scored high in mental
resilience. It’s just that they all experienced situations that pushed them
over the edge. Ensign Tseng was First Lieutenant, basically second in command
after Cassidy. But they didn’t get on. Tseng kept undermining the Captain, then
Cassidy would slap him down and one day I guess Tseng couldn’t take it any
more. He took a swing at the Captain. In front of people, too. So he got busted
and he just kept getting more and more bitter about it.”


“Yeah he seems miserable.”


“The others pretty much just have low level mental health issues
that impacted their performance so much they were taken off duty.”


“What caused it?”


“Space madness.”


“What?”


“Nothing, it’s just the relentless claustrophobia, the
homesickness, the fear of sudden death due to decompression or explosion or
radiation. We’re all resilient until we’re not, you know.”


“What about Sergeant Stirling? He seems fine. I mean, he seems
like a terrifying, giant bastard but he doesn’t seem the type to be suffering
from anything.”


“Just grief, I suppose. When your old friend started a shootout on
the Victory, we lost four Marines. One of them was Private Sanctuary
Nara. She and Stirling were very close.”


“Oh, shit. They were together? Romantically?”


“That kind of relationship isn’t allowed within a unit and
certainly not where there is a difference in rank. But, yes. After she died,
Stirling has been like he just doesn’t give a shit any more. Look, no offense,
sir but I have a lot to do and we’re in the way here, so…”


“So I’ll take my massive guns and get out of here, got it. And
thank you, Sergeant. Oh, one last thing. Feel free to tell me to go to hell
but, the geographical location and tracking devices in our suits…. Is there a
way to turn them off? Or at least mask the signal for a while?”


 


***


 


When darkness fell across the outpost, it seemed to happen
abruptly. Wind speed increased and the clear skies filled with low cloud. A
light rain fell. All around the outpost, illuminated by powerful beams and
glowing lamps, work continued as the night watch began. Defenses were
developed, with anti-vehicle ditches cut with pneumatic drills hammering
ceaselessly into the black bedrock. The bulldozer worked tirelessly, scooping
up and mounding the shattered stone into long banks designed to funnel the
enemy into specific fields of fire.


Spaz Squad had a few hours to rest before beginning their
scheduled work again before dawn. The team were assigned an empty lab unit to
sleep in. It was a small space and with their suits, weapons and equipment,
there was barely enough room for all of them to squeeze in between the benches
and shelving that lined the walls. Ram was beginning to feel claustrophobic and
desperate to get away, to get after Milena. 


“You will leave your suits on,” Ensign Tseng commanded. “And your
helmets and weapons will be within arm’s reach at all times.”


“This is bullshit,” Cooper said. “I get that I can’t have my own
bunk but I have to get this suit off me or I’m going to lose my mind.”


“Again.” Harris said, with a grin. “Lose your mind again,
Cooper.”


“Yeah and I’ll show you what losing my mind looks like, you stuck
up piece of shit. I’ll lose my mind all over your fucking face.”


“That’s enough!” Sergeant Stirling said. In the silence that
followed, every metallic surface hummed faintly from the force of his voice.
The noises in the corridor outside dipped momentarily, until the people out
there recovered from their surprise. 


The members of Spaz Squad remained cowed by their sergeant’s
wrath. Even Ensign Tseng.


“It’s crowded in here,” Ram said. “I’ll find somewhere else to bed
down.”


“No you don’t,” Sergeant Stirling said, blocking the doorway. “Our
team stays together.”


“I won’t be far away. Just need more leg room than is possible in
here.”


“Fine,” Stirling said, without referring to the Ensign in the
room. “Just leave your weapons.”


“No.”


Stirling offered his ear. “Come again?”


“I have to keep them on me at all times. Standing orders,
Sergeant.”


“Are you reminding me of my orders, Seti?”


“I don’t know. Have you forgotten them?”


The Sergeant didn’t move from blocking the door. “You’re up to
something.”


Ram felt the eyes of the others on him. “Am I?”


“What’s your plan?” Stirling asked.


Ram shrugged, hoisting the ammo boxes in each hand up and down.
“Like I said. Find an eight-foot by three-foot bit of floor and—”


“Shut up.” Sergeant Stirling was the biggest human on the planet,
other than Ram and Sifa but still was dwarfed by the genetically engineered
clones. And yet he spoke with such perfect, calm confidence that Ram did, in
fact, shut up. “Stop bullshitting me. You’ve been sneaking around all day.
Eying up the ETAT driving controls. Asking everyone about the geolocators.
Asking the geologists how we can track the wheelers back to their base. You
downloaded the most recent satellite images of the wheelhunter base area to your
suit screen. And now you’re sneaking off again, during the night. You would
make the worst spy in history.”


“Is this true?” Ensign Tseng asked, stepping forward. “Are you
attempting a rescue? Alone? Right now?”


Ram sighed. “It’s that obvious? Does everyone know?”


“Just us,” Private Harris said. “Probably.”


“What are you going to do?” Ram said. “Report me to Cassidy?”


A predatory grin arced slowly up Stirling’s huge face. “No, sir.
We’re going to help you.”


 


 
















 


8.


 


The Victory was not a war ship. It was designed to
transport the Subject Alpha to Orb Station Zero at the correct time and to
deliver that individual in peak physical and mental condition. To fulfil that
primary mission required an enormous support team of trainers, technicians,
physicians, psychologists, therapists, surgeons, administrators and the support
crew to provide services to them. The ship’s crew kept the vast machine running
and heading in the right direction, meaning engineers for the engines, the life
support systems specialists in water and air, the electrical engineers and the
power station workers who kept everyone alive. The command structure directed
the whole orchestra, with the ship’s crew all members of the UNOP Navy and
overseen by Captain Tamura and his officers. The mission Director dictated the
civilian operations. The UNOPS Marine Corps company existed to provide security
in case of an alien attack on the ship and also to provide a crowd control and
policing force, should it prove necessary. 


That was the primary mission requirements. In addition, secondary-
and tertiary-tier activity was planned, especially scientific activity
including astronomical and biological experiments to be performed in the deep
space, long term mission environment.


Other contingencies were included. The possibility of having to
abandon ship somewhere in the outer solar system was a distinct possibility,
due to mechanical failure or possible hostile alien activity. The Victory
had supplies for an extended mission timeframe and also the capability to land
the crew on a moon, minor planet or asteroid by shuttle or by landers
constructed from parts already on the ship. 


The possibility of traveling through the Orb Station’s
artificially generated wormhole into a new system had not been discounted and, after
precisely that event had occurred, the crew had prepared for little else other
than establishing a presence on the most habitable world while genuine colony
ships arrived from the Solar System. 


Combat contingencies were also written into the design brief. Not
least of which, the relatively large complement of Marines was far in excess of
what would likely be required to police the crew, unless a rebellion of some
kind was implemented by a majority of the crew, for example, which no one
thought was likely. Instead, the maximum number of Marines the ship could
support was calculated so that they could attempt a boarding of the wheelhunter
spaceship, in the event that the primary mission would end in failure and so
open up Earth to an authorized invasion. 


A key element of that offensive strategy was to arm the Victory
with ship-to-ship weapon’s capability. The enormous power output of the fusion
reactor allowed for lasers to be mounted, fore and aft. The destructive power
of nuclear warheads mounted on high thrust rocket engines was intended to
provide strategic flexibility and deadly blasts that would surely wreak havoc
on any spaceship even close to Earth’s level of technology. Canons on opposite
sides of the ship would spray chains of unguided slugs at ludicrous speeds that
would destroy any incoming enemy missiles before they impacted the hull but
also had the capability to inflict damage on the alien vessel.


But the Victory was not a war ship. Its armaments were
compromises. Even the vast engines could drive only so much mass at the
required velocities. They were not prepared for a prolonged space combat
engagement and would be unable to resist much damage from the wheelhunter
weapons. 


Whatever they were.


Despite all the drills and simulations over the years, the
remaining crew onboard were apprehensive. With so many people already on the
surface of Arcadia, when Kat made her way through the corridors and rooms to
hunt down the key personnel for the evacuation, she had the feeling of being on
a ghost ship. It wasn’t simply the scarcity of the people. Half the interior of
the ship had been transferred to the planet by shuttle or by the automated
landers that dropped the cargo containers through the atmosphere for onsite
assembly into the structure of the outpost. The remaining crew moved with their
heads down, making final preparations.


She stopped by the A-Ring’s escape capsule section, where an
engineer leaned his upper body inside an open wall panel, his tools spread on
the floor at his feet.


“Omar?” she asked as she passed him. “That you?”


“Busy here, Kat,” he said, glancing out. “Got to get this
operational, quick. I keep feeling sudden course corrections. Has the battle
started yet?”


“I think we’d know if it had,” she said. “Just maneuvering.
Anyway, I know your game, Omar, you cheeky bastard. You’re just hanging out by
this capsule so you can be first in the thing if we have to abandon ship.”


He stood up, outraged. “How dare you? I was performing final
checks as ordered and the ignition system failed the test firing.”


She laughed. “Sure, mate. Anything you say. Listen, they’re
stopping rotation in forty minutes so you better clear your tools up before
they float away.”


If the rest of the ship was empty and bleak, the CIC was the
opposite. The command crew buzzed about the space with activity and every
console had at least one officer peering intently at it. Even Director Zhukov,
the overall commander of the mission was there, standing with his back to one
of the few sections of wall without a screen on it.


Captain Tamura stood in the center, his chair behind him, legs
planted wide, arms crossed looking up at the screen suspended from the ceiling.
Data streamed down one side, numbers indicating distances and speeds of the Victory
and its networked fleet of drones that extended around it for hundreds and
thousands of kilometers. The other side of his screen showed the telescope view
of the enemy ship as it decelerated toward them. Just like their own ship, the
enemy Wildfire was performing irregular, random course changes that
would throw off any attempts at long range sniping. 


“Shut the damned door, Lieutenant,” the XO shouted from the other
side of the room. “You’re letting all the air of professional competence out.”


“Sorry, Commander,” she said, jumping to it. “Wouldn’t want any of
that leaking into the rest of the crew.”


“Quite right,” he said as he came over and guided her to one side
and lowered his voice. “Thanks for helping relieve some of the tension in here.
Jesus, you’d think someone had died.”


“Is that why you sent for me?” she asked. “Comic relief?”


“You reported that Dr. Fo is refusing to evacuate?”


“That’s right, sir, he said he didn’t have time to go sit in a
shuttle and if he was going to die then he was going to die. He said he’d been
alive far too long as it is, anyway. I tried to persuade him, sir, it’s just
that I have no authority to—”


The XO waved a hand. “No, no. He’s never listened to us about
anything. He’s UNOP royalty, he basically thinks this whole ship and everyone
on it works for him. But he’s not far wrong and that’s why he needs to be on
that shuttle.”


“He said he would get in the escape capsule if he needed to flee.”


The XO laughed. “Flee? That old bastard cracks me up. Come with
me, Kat.” He approached the civilian leader and she followed behind like the
inferior being that she was. “Director Zhukov? May I speak to you, sir?”


The Director was as humorless, sober and boring as they come but
he was efficient and he took his job seriously, which was what you want in a
leader, Kat supposed. He listened without comment as the XO explained the
situation. When the XO finished, the Director nodded once and stood up straight
as a tail fin. 


“I shall speak to Dr. Fo at once.” He strode from the CIC, opening
and closing the blast door with perfect efficiency while Kat and the XO watched
with fascination. 


The XO turned to her. “No other problems?”


“Everyone is either onboard, making their way to the shuttle or
assured me they would be there before the deadline. A few people made requests
to bring additional gear over their personal mass allocation which I denied in
all cases but I’d be willing to bet some of them will try their luck.”


“What additional gear?”


“The scientists wanted to bring their experiments or specialist
equipment that isn’t on the surface and cannot be printed or manufactured. Same
old shit. Sir.”


“Can’t you make allowances?”


She shrugged. “Could do. Up to you. But if I need to drop out of
the shuttle bay and accelerate away in order to avoid damage or destruction,
then every kilogram counts.”


“Alright, well, use your discretion and just don’t get into any
fights or anything, alright?”


“Me, sir?”


Kat’s belly lurched as the ship changed course and velocity again.



The idea of changing course randomly during the approaches to the
enemy was a simple one. If the enemy ship is one light minute away from the Victory,
would take one light minute to observe the actual location of the ship and
another light minute for the enemy laser to arrive. A minute for the light to
travel each way.


On top of the limit of light speed might be a reaction time of
some kind for the aliens or their AIs or some system to aim and discharge a
weapon.


If the weapon is an unguided projectile—such as a slug of
metal—that travels slower than the speed of light, there is additional time for
the projectile to reach the target. 


Guided weapons, like missiles, would have to track their target in
wider arcs, and so travel further and take longer to arrive. They could then be
intercepted by the Victory’s defensive swarm of drones and anti-missile
laser batteries. 


The Victory accelerating in a random direction at 1g would
result in a possible location, as far as the enemy observer is concerned,
anywhere within a 70km sphere. The same size sphere of uncertainty can be
achieved if the distance is twice as far and the acceleration half as fast.
Increase the distance and the speed and the uncertainty over the ship’s
position also increases. 


“We’re really jinking about here, sir,” Kat said. 


The XO nodded, watching the screens and people around him like a
hawk. “The AIs are increasing the frequency and distance as we get to within
theoretical range.”


“Still much too far for a laser, though, right, sir?”


“For us.” He nodded. “For them?”


The door swung open and the scrawny old Dr. Fo strode inside. A
scowling Director Zhukov followed after. 


“Captain Tamura!” the doctor said. “I must speak with you. Do I
have your leave to remain on the vessel during the coming battle?”


The commander glanced at his XO, who was already moving to
intercept. “I am rather busy right now, Doctor, but if you would like to
discuss the matter with Commander—”


“Please inform Director Zhukov that the surface of the planet is
hardly a safer environment than up on this ship.”


Director Zhukov attempted to take the doctor’s arm. “You may
always return to the ship once the enemy is destroyed.”


“Take your hands off me. Are you fleeing this vessel, Director?
No, you are not—”


“My duty is to remain here. With Zuma on the surface we are
spreading the risk of—”


“I am not overly concerned with the prospect of my own death and I
would rather die than be inconvenienced.”


Zhukov sneered. “Oh, come off it, you—”


“Gentlemen!” Captain Tamura turned on them. “Remove yourselves
from my CIC, immediately, or I will have you removed.”


Dr. Fo and Director Zhukov stared at the commander. Zhukov nodded
and grabbed the doctor and yanked him toward the door. The XO turned to Kat and
nodded at the pair. She returned the nod and went to help propel the doctor all
the way back to her shuttle. 


Someone in the crew interrupted with a loud cry.


“Sir! The alien vessel is doing something different. It either
launched something or deployed a—”


Alarms blared from a number of consoles all around the room.
Warnings of all kinds. There was one alarm that Kat knew and feared most of all
and could pick out of the symphony of aural panic.


Radiation alarm.


The ship shuddered. The lights flickered and the consoles blinked,
the data and images glowing.


The lights went off.


Kat’s ERANS surged to life along with her fear. Was the ship about
to explode? They had been hit by something, some sort of weapon that travelled
at the speed of light but that could travel much farther than a laser that
humans were capable of constructing.


“We have no control,” someone was saying. “We have no control.”


Voices babbled all around her as the officers struggled in the
darkness. She had more time to react than most of them and could feel Dr. Fo in
front of her standing upright with his arms out, not moving his feet. She filed
away the knowledge that the doctor was a man who did not panic in the face of
danger and confusion.


Director Zhukov was insisting the doctor take his hand so that
they could leave the CIC immediately, which Kat thought was good advice.


“Everybody, stop!” Captain Tamura shouted. “You have all trained
for this. Chemical lighting, now.”


Kat sensed the calm, felt it herself as her ERANS subsided. The CIC
crew found their way to the locations of the chemical lights and began cracking
them open, bathing the CIC in glowing orbs of red light. People relaxed
further. It was amazing to Kat the effect that a few photons entering the eyes
could have on human beings. That ancient fear of the monsters in the dark that
were scared away by the camp fire. For hundreds of thousands of years, humanity
in all its forms had huddled around the flickering warmth of wood fires and
tended them through every night. Millions of people over millions of nights and
now those same people, biologically speaking, were out in the darkness of a
distant star system, still afraid of the dark.


“Let’s go, people,” the XO shouted. “Get those emergency computer
blocks operational, let’s move.”


Kat, like everyone in the room, surely, was expecting the ship to
resound with some deadly impact at any moment. 


The Victory was shielded against radiation attacks, whether
heat from lasers or the high energy particles of solar or galactic origin. Not
only the outer hull and the physical layers of it but the ship generated an
active magnetic shield beyond the hull. The ship’s computer and electrical
systems were hardened and backed up with alternate circuits that would
automatically and mechanically switch at the sign of failure. But they were
prepared for the defenses to be breached and so there were portable, battery
powered computer blocks stashed within shielded cases in key locations, ready
to be plugged in to the ship’s systems. These were slotted in and powered up. 


Some screens flickered back into life, their glare almost blinding
after the gloom and Kat dragged the two senior civilians toward the exit and
paused while the crew reported in.


“Engines operational and firing.”


“Secondary power coming back online. Primary power damage being
assessed.”


Captain Tamura growled at them. “Give me a threat assessment.”


“Telescopes coming back now. Yes, multiple incoming objects.
Possible guided rockets, engine exhaust detected.”


Their commander’s voice was clear, and louder than anything else
in the room. “When, damn it?”


“Processing. Six to nine minutes until impact, sir.”


“Weapons systems report?” Tamura asked. 


“Not yet, sir, sorry sir.”


“Save the excuses, I need the cannons online and tracking systems.
Confirm.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Long range comms?” Captain Tamura asked. 


“Negative,” the Comms Officer said. “All dead and unresponsive. Can’t
send anything to the surface, to the Sentinel. Not even to the nearest
drone.”


One of the techs called out. “Life support systems reboot failure.
Air, heating, water—”


“Listen to me while you work,” Captain Tamura said. “We have been
hit by a radiation weapon which has temporarily disabled many of our systems. 
Anti-radiation medication will be distributed by the medical team who will be
on their way to each of us. Residual atmosphere and heat will maintain us for
hours yet. As we retain engine control and navigation, our priority is to get
the cannons online to intercept the incoming missiles. We must then launch our
nukes at the enemy. Everything else can wait. Do we understand each other?”


A chorus of confirmation rippled about the room.


“Lieutenant Xenakis?” Captain Tamura said, surprising her. “Please
proceed to your shuttle and evacuate the key personnel, immediately. Take Dr.
Fo with you. Director Zhukov?”


“I shall remain.”


“Very well.” The Captain nodded at her.


“Sir.” She turned to go, finally.


“Wait,” the Captain said. “Someone give her a black box. Quickly,
come on.”


The XO himself yanked open a hatch beneath a console nearby and
yanked out a data block from its housing. They were just about small enough to
hold in one hand and were mostly shielding, communication system and battery.
Inside, it recorded and encrypted everything that happened to the ship and on
the ship up until the moment the ship was destroyed. There was a dozen, all
over the ship, so that at least one would be likely to survive any catastrophic
event.


The XO handed it over while the captain gave her his final
instructions. 


“Lieutenant, once you are off the ship, do not land on the surface
until you have communicated with the Stalwart Sentinel and conveyed the
nature of the weapon that has disabled us and received confirmation from them
that they understood the message. If you can’t communicate, you must dock with
the Sentinel and hand over that data block before you land on the
surface. Do you understand your orders?”


“I do, sir.”


“Good luck, Kat.”


“Thank you, sir,” she said but he was already speaking to someone
else. “Come on, Doctor. We’re leaving.”


She pushed the old man through the door that Zhukov held open for
them. The corridor was illuminated by emergency lighting and it was like being
plunged into darkness once more when the Director closed the door behind her,
shutting off the sounds at the same time. But it was enough to see by.


“So,” Dr. Fo said, “we’re not going to Arcadia?”


“We have to deliver the black box to the Sentinel first.”
She tucked the data block under her arm.


“Seems perfectly logical.”


She prodded the doctor ahead of her and he made no objections as
she guided him through the ship. Still, he was old and weak and with her ERANS
compounding the relative speed, he moved with infuriating slowness. 


“Is this the way to the shuttle bay?” he asked.


“Yes,” she replied. “But we need some medicine first.”


“Ah, of course.”


The Medical Section was bright with its own special white lighting
so they could perform procedures during emergencies and the glare made her
wince. 


“Hello?” she called out. “Where is everybody?”


A stack of boxes collapsed unseen in the rear somewhere and one of
the nurses staggered out with an armful of equipment. “Lieutenant?” he shouted.
“Dr. Fo? What are you doing here?”


“I need radiation meds for the evacuees.”


“The team already headed to the shuttle, you should—”


She raced off that way, dragging Dr. Fo behind her, but had not
taken ten steps when the ship lurched again, violently. The suddenly increase
in g brought her to her knees but floored poor old Dr. Fo.


“Oh dear,” he exclaimed.


She was helping him to his feet when the gravity reversed, went
negative and she began to come away from the floor.


“Shit, grab hold of something, sir,” Kat said. Instead, he flailed
like he was tumbling off a high dive so she grabbed him, braced herself and
pushed him down the center of the corridor. Then she launched herself after
him, pulling herself along hand over hand, legs floating high. Her throw had
been off and the doctor bounced into the wall in a jumble of scrawny limbs. She
collected him up and pushed and pulled the old man all the way to the shuttle
bay in record time. Her ERANS humming along just enough to give her time to
make close to ideal judgments and recalculate adjustments as she went.


As she had feared, the shuttle bay was a scene of minor chaos with
the mechanics doing their best to get VIP civilians and senior officers to follow
their instructions. The shuttle bay was barely bigger than the Lepus but
it was the biggest open space on the Victory and people were scattered
on all of the six walls, clinging to handholds and all of them trying to make
their way somewhere else.


“I am Lieutenant Xenakis. I am the shuttle pilot,” she shouted, as
loudly as she could. “You are all now under my temporary command so please do
as I say. Everyone previously designated as an evacuee has exactly two minutes
to board this shuttle. Everyone who is not an evacuee has two minutes to exit
this area before it becomes a vacuum. If you require assistance to complete
your instructions, please inform the person nearest to you and ask politely.”


She hoped it would light a fire under them. By her estimates, they
might not even have two minutes before the Victory was destroyed. 


“Strap yourself in to a chair,” she ordered Dr. Fo when she pulled
him through the door and shoved him into the passenger cabin.


“Should I not obtain a flight suit? Or a space suit or whatever
you call it?”


Kat went the other way to him and replied with a shout. “No time,
Doc. Sit your ass down, now.”


Inside the cockpit she let out the sigh she had been holding since
the CIC. She stowed the data block under her chair before she strapped in.


Her data consoles and flight control system appeared fully
operational. Even though the shuttle’s hull provided another layer of
protection against radiation, and even though the shuttle’s computer system
were also hardened, Kat had not dared to hope. The ERANS allowed her to analyze
the modulations in her shaky voice as she spoke the question aloud.


“Sheila?” Kat said, throat constricted. “Sheila, are you still
here, sweetheart?”


“Hello, Kat.”


“Thank Christ. How come you’re okay when the ship cores were taken
out?”


“The unknown enemy weapon made initial contact at opposite end
of the Victory, weakening as it travelled the length of the ship. Shuttle bay
wall shielding plus the shuttle hull shielding are in addition to ship hull
shielding. Even so, I am experiencing partial failures in non-critical systems
and am shutting them down.”


“Oh shit. But thank Christ, Sheila, you’ve started the liftoff
sequence, you beautiful bastard. How soon can we get out of here?”


“RCS thrusters are ready to go. Fuel is at maximum. All batteries
fully charged. We are deficient in passengers, however. They did not listen to
me when I suggested that they strap themselves into their seats. They felt they
would rather argue with the ground crew than listen to an AI.”


“I say we go without them,” Kat said, running through her
checklist. “What do you reckon?”


“I’m afraid I would rather preserve as many human lives as
possible.”


“You AIs,” Kat said. “You’re all bloody do-gooders. You make me
sick.”


Even while she spoke, however, the evacuees boarded in a panic
behind her. 


“What’s happening?” People shouted at her and each other, their
voices and questions overlapping. “Are we losing? I forgot my EVA suit, where
are the spares? Is the gravity off ahead of schedule? Have we been hit?”


One of them poked his head into the cockpit. “Lieutenant, anything
I can do?” It was Crewman Harada.


“Thought I saw your name on the list, Harada,” Kat said while she
worked. “Assumed it was a mistake.”


She was joking because everyone knew that Harada was the best
chemical rockets engineer on the ship and the outpost had a bunch of landers
waiting to be repurposed into orbit-capable or at least suborbital lifters and
transport vehicles. 


“Probably is,” he said. “Don’t tell anyone.”


“Just see they’re strapped in back there,” Kat replied, “if
they’ll listen to you.”


“Yes, sir.”


Then Harada was gone. Reliable, uninteresting and crucial, just
like his rocket engines. 


“Sheila, play the zero-g warning internally and broadcast the
airlock evacuation or a stand clear warning outside.”


The messages began even before Kat finished speaking. Sheila’s
artificially produced voice informing the passengers they had mere seconds to
secure themselves into the reclined chairs before the imminent and sudden
acceleration of the shuttle threw them bodily against the bulkheads, certainly
breaking their bones and possibly turning their entire bodies into the
consistency of blancmange. Outside, she was repeating the phrase that space
travelers had nightmares about. Warning. Airlock cycling. Vacuum imminent.
Evacuate immediately. Warning. Airlock cycling. And so on, until everyone
got the message, one way or another.


“Everyone onboard?” Kat asked, glancing at the manifest while
cycling through the RCS thruster control tests.


“All authorized passengers,” Sheila confirmed, “plus
four extras.”


“Cheeky bastards,” Kat said, looking at the list of unauthorized
passengers, their passive ID chips automatically read by the shuttle. The
medical team had decided to stay on the Lepus. 


One of the unofficial guests was Feng Don.


You sneaky bastard, Feng.


Probably he was hoping that she would not throw him off because he
was both her sexual partner and drug supplier. Luckily, she did not have time
to make a decision as they had to leave and they were out of time. She hoped
that he had brought her more of her drugs, at least.


“Shuttle bay clear,” Sheila said. 


“Open bay doors and prepare to release docking clamps.”


“Confirm, opening bay doors.” The usual, smooth and
pleasant vibration of the door operation under the wheels was replaced by three
rapid, harsh bangs. “Doors nonoperational.”


“What’s the problem?”


“Unknown,” Sheila said. “Command sent to Victory,
no response. Command sent to local node, no response.”


“Fuck,” Kat said and switched comms while she unlocked the sealed
access point on the outside of the cockpit. “Harada? Crewman Harada, get
outside and connect the hardline to the infrastructure node, now.”


She heard him bouncing off the walls and flinging open the shuttle
side hatch door. “What’s the problem?” Harada said as he made his way under the
shuttle, already breathing hard through the comms into her ear. “Opening
hardline access cover now.”


“Can’t get the bay doors open,” Kat said. She heard Harada stop
breathing. “Don’t worry, you moron. We won’t open them until you’re back
inside.”


He let out a breath. “Unspooling the data hardline cable. Shit,
it’s hard without gravity.”


“Let the motor push the cable out, you just guide it. Come on,
you’ve trained for this,” Kat said, feeling the Victory vibrate along with
the autocannons as they fired thousands of rounds per second. 


“Sure,” Harada said, breathlessly. “Not alone, though.”


“You’re the only engineer or ground crew in here, everyone else
evacuated the area. All I have in the back are VIPs. You know, very incompetent
people.”


She recognized the hissing static as laughter. “Alright, I’m in
contact with the flight deck,” Harada said, breathing hard. “Advancing to the
data node access hatch. Looks like a long—”


Vibration rocked the ship, hard. Gravity returned, pinning her to
her chair momentarily, then lifted again while the hull screeched and banged,
as if God Almighty was wringing the Victory out like a wet rag.


“Harada?” she shouted through the noise. “We need to go, right
now.”


The comms system was down. Had to be. 


All the lights inside the bay and in the Lepus turned off.
Then the ones in the shuttle came on again.


Her world slowed. The screens blinked and she felt that fear
return, that fear that she would be left without flight control for the shuttle
or without Sheila to help her. She would be lost without Sheila. Kat had time
to imagine how it would feel if her colleagues and fellow officers knew how
much she relied on an AI to help her fly. Imagined having no one to talk to but
the inanimate object of the thing itself rather that the shuttle’s heart and
soul.


Her hand traveled to the controls for the external lights in slow
motion, like pushing her body through invisible gel. She punched all the
switches, hoping they would respond but expecting the worst. After a moment’s
delay, the shuttle bay was illuminated by her lights.  


A screen popped back on, showing Harada sprawled on his face on
the doors beneath the Lepus, the data hardline snaking away from him
across the flight deck. 


Get up, Harada.


Kat knew she would have to go herself. Jump out of the cockpit and
go after it, connect it up then get Harada back into the shuttle with her, open
the doors and thrust out before the ship was destroyed. She would have to.


The Victory lurched again. Popping sounds rippled from
somewhere.


There’s no time for all that. And the local power’s off, idiot.


Kat released her harness and pulled herself out of the chair and
headed out of her cockpit.


There was only one thing for it.


I’ll open the doors by hand. Sheila can fly the ship, unless she’s
dead. In which case, we’re all fucked. 


If the useless idiots that designed the ship had put some sort of
manual control for the bay doors inside the shuttle, then Kat would be able
ease the shuttle out of the Victory without leaving her pilot’s chair to
crank the stupid door release. She wouldn’t have to die on the off-chance that
her AI was functional but temporarily silenced.


That’s how it goes. Welcome to the military.


She was halfway out of the side hatch when the vacuum alarm
sounded in the shuttle bay. The doors were either opening or the aliens had
blasted a hole in the hull. Either way, she had to seal her shuttle. 


“Lieutenant.” The word came in slowly, her ERANS pumping data to
her quickly but she recognized Harada was speaking strangely. She slammed the
side hatch door closed then ducked back into the cockpit and saw him on the
screen, access hatch open on the flight deck, cranking the door release. He had
the emergency breathing mask over his mouth and nose, both hands on the crank
handle and giving it everything he had with his entire upper body, his feet
braced unseen beneath the deck. “Get. Thrusters. Firing.”


“Shit, Harada,” she said as she stared at the doors opening
beneath her shuttle. He was out there in his overalls. No EVA suit. “Listen to
me while you open the door. Once the air pressure in the bay drops and the
temperature falls, your skin will be exposed to the cold and vacuum.  The
moisture in your eyes will boil off so keep them closed as much as you can. But
you will have time to get back into the shuttle without permanent damage. You
hear me? You get back in here. It’s only about thirty meters from your position
to the upper airlock. Hear me? Not the side hatch. You come to the forward airlock
hatch above the cockpit. I will wait for you.”


“Yes. Sir.” He was breathing hard and his voice was shaking from
the cold and the absolute terror he must have been feeling while the last of
the air rushed out of the huge shuttle bay and out into space. Harada was
probably staring out at the black abyss widening under the wheels of the
shuttle.


The Victory rocked and dipped in a gut wrenching lurch,
followed by another. Bringing the Lepus out of a ship which was
maneuvering so violently could easily end in disaster. Once released from the
docking clamps holding her to the ceiling of the bay, any sudden change in
velocity would smash the shuttle against a wall or on the rim on their way out.


“Sheila, if you’re there, please respond, I need you.” While Kat
spoke, she worked to bring the RCS thrusters up to an even 1% thrust from all
axis. 


No response from the bloody useless AI but the dumb autopilot
backup was functional so that would have to do.


Crewman Harada’ teeth chattered in her ear. “Bay. Doors.” He
mumbled something she could not make out but checked the feed. 


“Doors are fully open, get in here now, Harada. Now, now, now,
come on. Move it.”


She watched as he dragged himself out of the access hatch with
infuriating stiffness, like he was a thousand years old. The ship rocked again,
the sounds of firing thrumming through the hull and the engines thrust, hard. 


The sudden acceleration pinned her into her seat. Must have been
well over 1g. Too fast. Changing the velocity of the Victory so
aggressively put thousands of tons of superstructure under enormous stresses
and the sound of it vibrated through the docking clamps joining the top of the
shuttle to the shuttle bay. The screeching of alloy tearing apart and rapid
bangs scared her. It felt like the Victory must be coming apart.


An ERANS fear spiral. The anxiety could speed up her perception so
much that it gave her more time to experience the fear, to delve into the
terror so deeply that it led to more anxiety which would extend her subjective
perception of the passage of time. It could be paralyzing. It was suspected to
be a factor in the deaths of at least three pilots in the ERANS experiment she
had volunteered for, all those years ago. Trouble was, knowing the danger of a
fear spiral simply added to it. Only—


They were hit. A kinetic or explosive weapon of enormous power
impacting the hull. The Victory boomed, a long, low shockwave spreading
along the ship. The acceleration eased off, stopped.  


Snap out of it.


Checking the camera feeds, she watched debris, illuminated by her
lights, flying about inside the shuttle bay. Crewman Harada was nowhere to be
seen. Crushed against a wall or flung out into space. She had to get out of the
Victory, now. Harada was gone and she could not wait for him.


Kat punched the controls for the two docking clamps that held the
shuttle in place from two arms above. The locking mechanism for those clamps
were part of the Lepus itself and they thumped open. She heard them,
felt them, over the sound and feeling of the ship around them resounding to
blasts and impacts. 


While the ship lurched unpredictably, there was no way to know
when the best moment to attempt the exit would be. So she thrust down at
maximum power. Her shuttle leaped at her command, slipping through the shuttle
bay doors and out into space. 


Above, the Victory rotated slowly in a cloud of debris.
Warning lights light up all around, the alarms sounding, everything moving at a
fraction of normal speed. Slow enough for her to make out proximity warning
alarms on every side and at every distance, radiation alarms detecting a soup
of dangerous particles smashing into the hull, infrared sensors bleating about
hot gases and plasmas burning within range and moving unpredictably. 


She could be hit at any moment. A chain of nuclear warheads had
been detonated nearby, just thousands of kilometers away and the space all
around was screeching with lead slugs and whatever the hell insane radiation,
electromagnetic pulse, alien death ray shit the alien weapon fired.


The shuttle drifted away. The random timing of her exit had at
least thrown her away from the encounter, she hoped, and off into space. But
their route would take them across Arcadia’s orbit. With a minor adjustment,
she could swing wide around the planet and burn toward the Sentinel,
away from the alien ship.


They were out there. Somewhere beyond the twisted, burning
wreckage of the Victory was the wheelhunter warship. Her equipment was
overwhelmed by noise and Sheila wasn’t there to process it, filter it out and so
Kat had no idea if the alien ship was operational or if the Victory had
taken out the enemy before she had been destroyed herself. And her ship
certainly seemed finished. The engines were not firing. The ship had come apart
in more than one place and entire ring sections were spinning away from the
core, which seemed snapped in two. Kat’s home. For years, all she had known.
Everyone she knew. 


Her system was unable to detect escape capsules amongst the
debris. Maybe, she thought, the wheelhunters had taken out the escape pods with
their weapons. 


Now, she had a choice to make. Whether to start her main engines
and burn hard away, either for the planet or out to where the Stalwart
Sentinel was coming in. She had fuel enough to get halfway across the
system so her options were open in that regard. The Captain had ordered her to
get the data block data to Admiral Howe so they would know about the range and
nature of the particle beam weapon, or whatever it was. But Kat was aware that
the Sentinel was travelling at enormous speed and even though it was
supposed to be slowing down, for all she knew they would fly by Arcadia without
entering orbit. If she was in charge of that ship, or any warship, she would
accelerate past her target as fast as she could while shooting everything she
had during the pass. 


Yeah and that’s why you’ll never be a captain, or even a
commander, let alone an admiral. You’re just a pilot. You don’t know shit.


Then again, all she had to do was send a message. If she was away
from all the debris and interference she could boost power to the
communications and send the information.


If the wheelhunters detected it, the shuttle would end up toast.
But she had her orders. 


On the other hand, she had a passenger compartment full of VIPs
who needed to get to the surface. She could land them there and use the
outpost’s massive aerial and their massive power output to get the message to
the Sentinel. Assuming the outpost was still there and that she would
make it to the surface.


Starting her engines would alert the wheelhunters to her presence.
While she drifted away from the wreckage of the Victory, there was
always the chance— a slim chance— that the aliens would believe the shuttle was
no more than a chunk of the mother ship. A piece of debris approximately half
the size of one of the ring sections. Even if they recognized in the wings the
shape of an atmospheric craft, as long as they showed no signs of life, they
might just let her go.


Probably what she should do was drift for a while. Drift for a day
or even two days, depending on the Sentinel’s speed and how quickly it
came within range. The Lepus had the fuel, the food. Enough for weeks.
The passengers would hate it. Some would order her to land on Arcadia and
others perhaps would order her toward the Sentinel but she could deal
with the VIPs. Then, when Admiral Howe was close enough she would send the
message about the alien weapon and then burn for all she was worth. Maybe the
wheelers would leave her alone to focus on the real danger and then she could
land at the outpost. If she burned for the Sentinel right away, the
alien ship would see her, would take her out for sure. 


She wished Sheila was operational. She wanted someone to run her
ideas—


Impact.


Something hit the shuttle. A strike powerful enough to send her
into a twisting spin. A very unpleasant rotation. The cries of the passengers
came through on her smart comms system, the idiot backup for the AI assuming
she would want to know they were terrified. She shut the stupid thing off. 


What had hit her? Debris? An alien weapon? The sensors and alarms
overwhelmed her, even with the ERANS.


She checked her trajectory. They were now tumbling directly into
the path of Arcadia. Hitting the atmosphere dead on at current speeds would
smash her shuttle to bits and incinerate those pieces before they reached the
surface. Her course had to be adjusted.


She would go with plan B after all. Burn for the planet and use
the outpost comms system to warn the Sentinel.


And if they had targeted her, she had to get away, fast. She used
the RCS thrusters to point the right way so they would enter the atmosphere at
a survival angle and fired the main engines.


A red light on the power console grew from a pin prick width
stream of photons into a torrent, a flare of neon crimson glaring in the corner
of her eye before it faded into a dribble again, then grew back into a swelling
glow of red.


Warning. Warning.


Power transmission failure to main engines.


Shit.


 
















 


9.


 


“No sir,” Sergeant Stirling had said. “We’re going to help you.”


Private Flores had shut the door to the empty lab and the rest of
F Team settled and spoke in low voices. Ram hoped there was no one awake nearby
but most of those on watch would be active or even patrolling outside. Civilians
and Marines not on watch would hopefully be asleep in their own designated
sleeping areas of the outpost. 


Leaning his armored ass against a groaning bench, Ram tried to
calm his excitement and his fear. This was an opportunity for him to recruit
six Marines to help him rescue Milena. On the other hand, Ensign Tseng glared
at him and Ram was aware of the risk to him if he took a misstep in the next
few minutes. If any one of the team were to report him, he might be locked up
by Captain Cassidy.


“You want to help me rescue the prisoners?” Ram asked Sergeant
Stirling.


Sneaking out the outpost alone would be possible, Ram knew.
Sneaking the entire team out would be more difficult.


“That we do, sir. And that we will, sir.” Stirling said, a smile
twitching at the corners of his mouth.


“Stop addressing him as an officer,” Ensign Tseng said.


Stirling frowned. “But he—”


 “He’s officially a civilian and he is not in receipt of any
commission.”


Harris spoke up, fixing the ensign with a stare. “Addressing a civilian
in that manner is a matter of convention, Ensign Tseng.”


Tseng took a deep breath and Ram sensed an argument coming.


“It doesn’t matter,” Ram said, irritated. “Call me what you like,
call me anything, or nothing. I don’t care. But I don’t have time for any
debates. Those people are prisoners and every hour they stay that way, the more
likely it is they all end up dead. Help me or let me go, now.”


“You’ll accept what help you’re given,” Tseng said, straightening
up, “and you’ll be grateful that we do not turn you in for going AWOL.”


Ram turned on him. “I’m not a Marine, you said so yourself. I
can’t go AWOL. I never volunteered for anything.”


The Marines looked at each other.


“Well, that all depends how you look at it, don’t it, sir,” Harris
said. “Like with—” Cooper kicked Harris in the shin and he stopped whatever he
was going to say.


“Be that as it may,” Ensign Tseng said. “You will be punished if
you run off without orders, whatever your status. Either by Zuma or by
Cassidy.” 


Ram knew the team were all in trouble with Cassidy already. Sifa
said they were all taken off of active duty and had only been armed out of
desperation. But Ram hoped that with a little nudge, they would explain exactly
what their status was.


“They don’t scare me,” Ram said, although both Zuma and Cassidy
did, in a way. “But all of you could be punished if you helped me get away. Why
would you do that? Your careers would be over.”


 “Our careers are all over as it is,” Flores said, grinning. She
seemed young.


“Speak for yourself,” Tseng said. “My own has suffered a
temporary, though admittedly severe, retardation. Once the Corps leadership on
the Sentinel gets here, I will be reinstated. Colonel Mathieson holds me
in high regard and he will overrule Cassidy. I have no doubt. None at all.”


Flores giggled and Cooper laughed. Corporal Fury appeared to be asleep. 


“It is the truth,” Tseng said, scowling. “Your imbecilic giggling
is unbecoming. You may feel your careers are over, you are still Marines. Act
like it.”


Cooper and Flores controlled themselves, while Harris performed a
theatrical bow. “We have all been designated unfit for duty,” Harris said.
“Psychologically, you understand. We discussed it and we are willing to take
whatever punishment Cassidy and that bastard Gruger dish out.”


Ram looked down at the Marines around him. They were all crazy?


Great. My allies.


“We’ll show them what happens when they treat us like shit,”
Cooper said, eyes wide. “We’ll treat them like shit right back.”


“Yeah,” Flores said, nodding frantically. “Yeah. Right, Fury?” She
nudged the old Marine, slumped against a lab bench leg, with her foot.


Corporal Fury woke up for a moment. “Sure,”
she said, scratching her nose. “We’ll do that.” Fury closed her eyes again.


“No,” Stirling said. “This isn’t about punishments or revenge.
This is about doing what’s right. They took our people. If it was any of us out
there, we would expect to be rescued. No matter what. This is a matter of
principle. Captain Cassidy says going after them is bound to fail and losing
Marines in the attempt would only weaken the position here. Maybe he’s right.
And he’s in command and he has to look at the big picture, of course he does.
But this is one of those times when you have to decide what being human really
means. Why even bother surviving out here in a new star system if we don’t look
after our own? Why bother taking this planet if we’re going to be the kind of
people who abandon each other? It’s the principle of the thing. It’s the
principle, even if that means breaking our oaths and disobeying orders. Even if
it proves to the Captain that we are what him and Gruger claim that we are, it
doesn’t matter. It’s the right thing to do. That’s why.”


Rama nodded. “I feel the same way.”


Tseng scoffed. “It’s easy to have such noble sentiments but if you
were in command, you would know the burden of sacrificing your personal honor
for the greater good.”


“That right, sir?” Stirling said. “Why did you say you’d come with
us, then?”


The ensign hesitated. 


“Wait,” Ram said, excitement rising up into his throat. “Come with
us? You’re going to come with me? Not just help me to get away but come with
me, to fight?”


Stirling nodded. “All the way, sir. All the way.”


Flores jumped up and unlocked a row of low storage lockers under
the bench she sat on. 


They had already prepared for the expedition. The team had begged,
borrowed and stolen masses of rations, water, extra ammunition, batteries,
medical supplies and oxygen capsules for the mission. With all these items in
limited supply on the surface, it was an impressive feat for such a short time.
No doubt, some of the equipment would soon be missed and questions would be
asked.


“I don’t know what to say,” Ram said, heart thumping in his chest.
“I’m impressed. But I assume some of this stuff will be missed? Questions
asked?”


“Yes,” Tseng said.


“No, sir,” Stirling said. “No one knows where anything is right
now. It’s disorganized.”


“Alright, good. That’s a lot of equipment to carry,” Ram said. 


“Not for you,” Harris said. “You can march nonstop for days with a
hundred kilos on your back.”


Ram nodded. “We’ll have to outrun anyone sent after us. And we’ll
have to bring our people back from the alien base while being pursued, in all
likelihood.”


“I see what you’re saying,” Sergeant Stirling said. “And we have
discussed it.”


“No,” Ensign Tseng said. “Certainly not. I will not allow it.”


“We will need the ETATs,” Ram said. “Without them, there’s no
point in going at all. You should just call it off, if that’s how you feel.”


“Please, sir,” Flores said. “Fury, tell the officer we need the
vehicles.” 


Fury stayed asleep.


“I can allow that the outpost will survive without my team,” Tseng
said. “But I will not deprive our company of vital materiel.”


“They’re barely using them, sir,” Stirling said. “They’re just
sitting there, half the time.”


“The ETATs are utilized for long range patrols,” Tseng pointed
out. “We simply cannot take them.”


“What if we just take one, sir?” Stirling said.


Tseng pursed his lips. “I am willing to discuss compromises. What
about if we take the bulldozer? If we remove the ballast rocks and perhaps
modify the gearbox, we could get up to quite a decent clip. Ten klicks per
hour, perhaps.”


Stirling blinked a few times. “The bulldozer, sir? Take the
bulldozer on a raid, sir?”


“A rescue mission, Sergeant Stirling. Not a raid,” Tseng said.
“All we require is a means of transport for the gear and for the wounded, once
we extract them. The bulldozer would do the job.”


Ram thought it wasn’t the worst idea ever but there was something
else on his mind. “That would deprive them the ability to construct the
defenses, Ensign Tseng. We need to take the ETATs, both of them, even if it’s
just so they don’t follow us and catch us up.” Stirling nodded while Ram
explained to the rest of them. “If we go on foot or in the bulldozer, they’ll
just catch us in the ETATs and bring us back. We have to take them or we should
forget the whole thing.”


I will have to sabotage one and steal the other myself. 


“What if we just disable the ETATs, sir?” Flores asked. “Damage
the units. I don’t know.”


“Slash the tires, Flores?” Harris asked, grinning.


“Bury the batteries?” Cooper said. 


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Harris said. “They’re standard units, do
you know how many battery blocks they have in store?”


“No, please educate me,” Cooper said. 


Stirling growled at them. “Shut up, both of you. All of you. And
keep your voices down. Now. We will not damage the ETATs. All we are doing is
borrowing them for a day or two until we return. It’s like Ram says. If we do
anything else, we might as well not try anything at all. Isn’t that right,
Ensign?”


Tseng nodded. “Yes, that’s right.” He seemed miserable. 


Some leader.


“Do any of you know how to counter our geolocators? Our tracker
devices?” Ram asked. “Our suits have them, right? Where are they, can we take
them out? Smash them up?”


Stirling nodded at Harris.


“I can find them well enough but we don’t want to smash them,”
Harris said. “If we need extraction or if we get separated from each other, we
might need them operational. We have powerful ones in the suit but each of us
has subdermal geolocators as part of our biometrics chipset. But they are
designed to be temporarily disabled when needed, for example if stealth is
required.”


Ram nodded, recalling that he had been told that before, at some
point. “And they think the wheelers can sense electromagnetic signals. So our
armor can be switched to stealth mode.”


Harris grinned. “You do remember.”


Ram thought that was strange thing to say. “We need a command
code, right?”


Stirling replied. “That’s right. An officer’s command code.”


Everyone looked at Ensign Tseng. 


He held up a hand. “Alright. Yes. Alright, I will. But if we do so
within the outpost, the command network will alert the Command Team. Captain
Cassidy will send Sergeant Major Gruger. And Gruger and his thugs will put an
end to our little conspiracy before we get anywhere.” Tseng looked at each of
them in turn. “You might not care about your careers any more but you might not
enjoy being locked up until the Sentinel arrives. I would not put it
past Cassidy to have us sedated instead. Leave us comatose for days, weeks. Is
that a risk you are all willing to take?”


No one hesitated. Even Corporal Fury stirred to confirm it. 


Tseng transferred the code to Harris, touching his wrist screen to
his tech specialist’s wrist.


“I’ll need to redirect the signals,” Harris said, grinning like a
madman. “And I know how to do it. First, someone will have to procure a backup
patrol drone from storage. I will ensure it stays off the network and send it
in the opposite direction to the way the aliens went.”


“The opposite?” Stirling asked.


The grin dropped from Harris’ face. “Yes? I mean, no?”


“You bloody idiot. You don’t think they would wonder why we are
heading away from the people we want to rescue?”


“So…” Harris said. “I should send it a few degrees of arc off our
true trajectory?”


Stirling smiled at Harris. “You see? They really did only send
geniuses on this mission after all.”


“Right then,” Ram said, standing up. “Let’s get to work.”


 


***


 


Rama was certain they would get caught. There was no way an entire
team could sneak out of a heavily guarded outpost. Especially one where every
single individual on the planet was known to every other, in some way or
another. The outpost was protected by a web of mobile surveillance drones,
emplaced sensors and patrolling Marines with the data stream analyzed by the
outpost AI for possible threats and even a device as small as an insect would
be detected attempting to breach the perimeter.


They had merely a handful of variables in their favor. The automated
and human defenses were aimed outward. The fear was that the enemy would
attempt a sneak attack, not that a few people would sneak out in the night. It
wasn’t as though there was a brothel or a bar in the hills. And no one truly
expected the wheelhunters to launch a surprise assault in the darkness. It had
not been their style, so far. No one was on high alert and the AI had most of
its attention on methods to increase atmospheric processing, enhance the
filtering and quarantine procedures, streamline the efficiency of the reactor
cooling systems, calculate the optimal spread of the genetically tailored Earth
microbes by the xenobiologists’ drones and so on. At least, that’s what Harris assured
them. 


Harris was their key asset. Before his mental breakdown, Harris
had been an infiltration specialist. His expertise with surveillance equipment
and how to counter it was second to none. In fact, Stirling had assured Ram,
Harris might just be an actual genius, if that word was really worth anything.


“Don’t tell him that I called him that for real,” Stirling
whispered. “They managed to get his megalomania under control with drugs and
therapy but we don’t want to set him off again.”


“I’ll bear that in mind,” Ram whispered back.


They were the two biggest men in the outpost. Rama Seti had the
body of an artificially grown giant but Stirling was a proper human and he was
at least two meters tall. Too big, surely, to function efficiently as a Marine
but he had been effective enough to both be promoted to the rank of sergeant
and also selected for the Orb mission. Still, a giant compared to anyone other
than Ram and the both of them were attempting to sneak into a storage unit in
order to steal a UNOP General Purpose All-Terrain Drone (GPAT Drone).


Everyone else had tasks that only they could complete. Tseng was
accessing the command codes necessary to activate the ETAT vehicles. Cooper was
stealing communications gear that Harris would then reprogram. Flores had been
having some sort of non-defined, probably-sexual relationship with one of the
biologists and she would use that contact to gain access to the lab to steal
one of the prototype wheelhunter translation devices. Fury’s job was to take one
of the alien weapons from the workshops that were attempting to understand
their operation. No one knew if the weapons were on lockdown or not but if they
were, Corporal Fury was known to be a scout sniper and weapon specialist and would
have the best chance of talking her way into taking a weapon. 


That left Stirling to steal the GPAT drone from west wing storage
unit C. To do that, he would need to distract the Marines on duty. 


“What better distraction than the hero of all humanity?” Stirling
had said.


“May as well use my fame for good instead of evil,” Ram had said. 


Crouching behind a row of water canisters in the corridor, he was
regretting those words. He felt ridiculous.


“Go on, sir,” Stirling hissed at him. “Now, sir, you bloody great
bastard.” He shoved Ram, hard. So hard that Ram almost dropped his helmet.


The sentry called out. “Who’s that down there?”


Ram jumped up and unfolded himself to his full height. His bare
head almost brushed the exposed pipework running along the ceiling.


“Ah,” Ram said. “Yes. Hello, Private. Private Wells, is it?”


She grinned. “That’s right, sir. Sarah, if you like, sir.”


“Oh. Sarah, of course. So, Sarah. How are you, this evening?”


“I’m great!” She cleared her throat. “I mean, I’m pretty bored
standing here, you know. All alone. Not that, I mean, it’s fine. We all have to
take turns.”


Ram nodded and advanced toward her in what he hoped was a casual
saunter but feared was an awkward shuffle. “Anything happening tonight? I mean,
with the old sentry duty. I mean.”


She laughed. “Nothing at all until you showed up. There’s not
really much need for us to do this at all, it’s just that, there’s a chance
that the wheelers could sneak up, somehow. A one in a million chance,
considering all the surveillance but we need to have someone on all the key
locations.”


“Oh yeah?” Ram said, moving beyond her a little, as if peering
inside the unit. She turned to keep facing him, giving Sergeant Stirling a
chance to advance to a stack of boxes further along the corridor. “And that’s
what this is?”


“Well,” Private Wells said, tilting her head side to side. “Just a
storage unit here, not exactly the reactor or anything but seeing as we’re
entirely dependent on what we have and what we can extract from the environment
until our reinforcements show up, it is pretty vital we look after what we
have. Wouldn’t you agree?” She laughed lightly again.


“I would. I would indeed.” 


Behind her, Stirling jabbed his finger repeatedly at his own head
and then once at Ram. A stabbing gesture, full of meaning. 


Private Wells frowned a little and started to turn.


“Hey,” Ram said. “I just remembered. You’re qualified to perform
maintenance on combat helmets, right?”


She opened her mouth, then paused, frowning. “You remembered
that about me?” Her eyes flicked around Ram’s face. “You remembered that? About
me specifically? You remember anything else? About me?”


“Yes,” Ram said. “I mean, that is to say, no. Not really. But I’d
like to. For now, I’d really like it if you could take a look at my helmet. I
think maybe I took more wheeler damage back then that I realized. Maybe you
could patch me up?”


She hesitated then blew air through her pursed lips in the
universal expression of tradespersons who are about to give you bad news. 


“Yours is not a standard model. Not by any means. You should give
this to Sergeant Wu.  Gunny Wu is the man.”


Stirling poked his huge head out from behind the boxes and mimed
getting on with it, his face twisted in anger or something similar. 


“Gunny Wu? Right, yeah, I would and I will but every time I’ve
seen him, he’s been super busy. Here.”


And he thrust the huge, Rama Seti-sized combat helmet right at her
and held it there.


Wells sighed, taking it from him slowly. “Alright, I guess I can
at least carry out an initial assessment.”


Behind her, not four meters away, the massive Sergeant Stirling
scampered inside storage unit C. For a giant man, he moved quickly and on soft
feet. 


Wells half turned while she was speaking, looking over her
shoulder. 


Ram tapped the helmet in her hands. “Not too big, is it?” he
asked.


“What’s that?” she asked, turning back to him. “How do you mean?”


He tried not to let his stress or his relief show. “Just wondering
if the helmet was too big to fix. Or, too non-standard, I should have said. Not
like everyone else’s, I would guess?”


“I don’t know,” she said, peering inside. “Looks the same to me.
The working parts are going to be the same, right? Just the structural elements
that are printed to match scans of our heads.”


“Sure, sure,” Ram said, nodding, glancing at the entrance to the
storage unit.


“Oh,” Wells said. “I know what this is about.”


“What?” Ram said, looking down at her. “My helmet—”


“Yeah, sure,” Wells said, scowling. “Damaged in the wheeler
attack, you said? There’s barely a scratch on it. No components loose, no
rattling sounds. There’s nothing wrong with this damned helmet, is there.” She
shoved it back at him, reaching up to smack it against his abdomen.


He took it and turned the helmet in his hands. “I can explain.”


She bobbed her head. “Go on, then.”


Ram laughed. “It’s like this…” 


Behind her, Stirling ducked his head out of the doorway and looked
around, eyes wide. He ducked back in again.


Wells shrugged her shoulders. “I guess it doesn’t matter how big
they build you guys, you’re still like little kids when it comes to speaking to
a girl you like.”


“Right, right,” Ram said. 


Oh shit.


Stirling crept out of the unit carrying what appeared to be a
bundle of clothing. The big man moved quickly and he ducked back behind the row
of canisters.  Ram let out a sigh.


“Is that it, then?” Wells asked. “You’re giving up?”


“No, no,” Ram said. “I just didn’t think it through, that’s all. I
mean, I was thinking, there’s no way you would want to get hit on down here on
this planet when we’re at risk of dying at any moment.”


“What better time to do it?”


“Right,” Ram said, laughing. “I don’t really know what to say, to
be honest with you. I never really did this much in my real life. Just in
Avar.”


“I get it, don’t worry.”


“Maybe we could meet in the mess hall later?” Ram said. “That’s
probably crazy, right? Eating rations surrounded by dozens of stinking people
isn’t exactly romantic, is it.”


“Romance?” She said, blurting it out. “Is that what you’re going
for?”


“No, no. I mean, I don’t know.” Ram began backing away. “This is
just a bad time, forget I said anything.”


“I don’t think I’m going to forget. Maybe I’ll see you later?”


“Yes, yeah. Great. I’ll see you later.” He turned and hurried away
as rapidly as he could. “Thanks for looking at my helmet.”


Stirling waited around the corner, his bundle wrapped under his
arm. He held the other hand over his face, trying to stifle his laughter. 


“What?” Ram said. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”


“Oh, man.” Stirling wiped a tear from his eye. “You’re a real
smooth talker, you know that?”


“What was I supposed to do? You took forever in there.”


“I had to wrap this thing in something. Found some overalls. And I
was quick. Super quick.” Stirling laughed again. “All you had to do was have a
normal conversation, sir.”


Ram clapped Stirling on the back, laughing. “Come on, let’s get
out of here, quick.”


 


***


 


“Hurry,” Ram said, urging the others to him in the darkness. The
last pair to arrive hurried low along the outer wall of the outpost, carrying
their equipment.


Artificial light spilled from the middle of the outpost, making
pools of white glare fading to complete blackness in between. The stars above
were bright but fading fast behind a spreading dark cloud that built up from
everywhere and nowhere. Ram’s AugHud adjusted automatically wherever he turned,
seeing the others in the team clearly as they huddled at the base of the
outpost wall, a busy robot working away over them.


The northwest corner of the outpost was now repaired and being
extended by the rapid and persistent working of a crawler drone. Its mechanical
arms scissoring up and down at its sides, layering the walls of what would be a
tower, protruding from the corner. That tower would house a mounted weapon atop
it, providing fire out at approaching wheelers and also down at the walls,
should they attempt to attack that section once more.


The noisy, busy activity of the crawler would hide the gathering
Marines but they had to be quick.


“Fury,” Sergeant Stirling said. “What the hell have you got there?
Where’s the wheeler pistol you were supposed to get?”


The scout sniper had brought her marksman rifle, which was longer
than she was tall. 


“I know, Sergeant, I know,” Corporal Fury said. Her face behind her visor
was normally blank but as she spoke, she had a wicked glint in her eye. “No way
to get an alien weapon. But we need long range support out here. Anyway, just
couldn’t bring myself to leave the old girl behind.” She patted the stock of
her huge rifle. 


“You cunning bloody idiot,” Stirling said. “Can’t drop it there,
can you. Not where someone will see it. I’ll deal with you later.”


“Enough talk,” Ensign Tseng snapped. “We will go. Now.”


“Wait!” Harris said. “Wait, sir. Look at the AugHud. The patrol is
behind schedule. Dawdling.”


Cooper scoffed. “Lazy twats.”


“They’ll never see us from over there,” Tseng said, standing.


Ram placed a hand on Tseng’s shoulder and pulled him back. “Wait,
sir. Just a minute.”


The ensign jerked, startled. “Take your hand off of me,” Tseng
said, shaking his shoulder free. “Damned undead brute.”


Ram leaned forward so that his faceplate was just a couple of
centimeters from Tseng’s. “No need to be rude, Ensign Tseng,” Ram said.


The officer’s eyes stared up at Ram, defiant but with a hint of
fear. 


“That’s it,” Harris said. “They’ve moved on.”  


Tseng glared at Ram but moved off without speaking. The officer’s
webbing was loaded with equipment and grenades with additional pouches all over
him holding pistol magazines but he carried just his holstered sidearm and no
supplies for the expedition. Tseng padded off into the darkness.


“Alright, everyone,” Stirling said. “No need for anything fancy,
now. Get to your assigned vehicle and off we go. Come on.”


Each of them carried as much gear and supplies as they could
manage. As well as his own rations, batteries and medical supplies, Ram carried
his XRS-Handspear and with the large additional magazines, one of the EVA tents
on top of his pack, plus 38 liters of water in two cans. Stirling carried the
other tent, extra ammunition and more water.   


They made their way in two small groups, heading for the ETATs.


The vehicle park was fifty meters from the outpost. A shallow pit
with walls on three sides and a sloping rock-hewn ramp on the fourth side which
would hide and protect the precious buggies and allowed them to be worked on
and loaded in relative shelter. The intention was to build a trench from the
park to the outpost and then to roof that over and eventually to create a
garage area. But only after the wheelers were defeated and driven off planet or
all slaughtered.


Those fifty meters seemed to Ram to be a long way. He was weighted
down with at least 100 kilograms and he lumbered along, expecting someone from
the outpost or one of the patrols to spot them. 


It wasn’t as though there were any windows on the outside walls of
the outpost. And they knew where the perimeter patrols were. There were not
enough Marines to cover the area so they relied on drones to fill in the gaps.
And Harris and Cooper had supposedly taken care of that.


Supposedly.


Still, Ram felt as though he was being watched. Like an itching on
the back of his neck that he could not scratch. As if there was something he
had forgotten to do but he could not remember what it was.


But there was nothing. It was just fear. He squashed it down as
best he could and ran on, the equipment bouncing around on his back and
shoulders and in his hands and all over his armor. The team of them together
probably sounded like the Mumbai Robot Demolition Derby as they jogged across
the open ground.


No one spotted them.


Not yet.


Ram stumbled down the slope and dumped his gear into the back of
the ETAT. Stirling hurried them along.


Ensign Tseng stood by the passenger seat to the No.1 ETAT, his
hand gripping the roll cage frame as if he was staking a claim to it.


“Hurry,” Tseng urged them. 


Ram threw his weapon in then climbed into the space on the flatbed
at the rear of ETAT No.1 and Harris got in the driver’s seat. 


The other four climbed into No.2 ETAT, Cooper driving, Stirling in
the front with the stocky young Private Flores and the grizzled Corporal Fury on the back.


Above, the clouds thickened, blocking out the stars completely. Up
there, the Victory and her crew were facing down the enemy ship. Maybe
had fought it already. Had the Stalwart Sentinel arrived yet? Or the
other ships that were following it? The continued silence from orbit suggested
that nothing had happened.


For all the earlier bravado, everyone seemed subdued. Stiff,
anxious. Full of cortisol. Ram wanted to say something to lift their spirits
but he was not in command. And he was painfully aware that they were all there
because of him. It was Ram who had decided to go on a suicidal rescue mission.
They would all be having doubts, second thoughts. He was having them himself.
On the other hand, there are times for making decisions and times when life has
momentum, when you are more at the mercy of events outside yourself, even if
you set them in motion. You get swept up and at those times it is best to just
push through and save your doubt for later. 


Yeah but you think that way because of Avar. This is real life and
your team doesn’t get to respawn. 


“Come on, then,” Ram said. “Let’s go murder some wheelers.”


A couple of them laughed, a couple growled something aggressive
and the rest remained silent. About as good as he could have hoped for. 


“Yes, move out,” Ensign Tseng said, but both ETATs had already
started moving. Their motors whining under the strain of climbing out of the
vehicle park with such heavy loads. They made it easily, though. Powerful
vehicles. 


“I’ll activate the GPAT,” Harris said, spinning the wheel and heading
for the dark mass of hills to the northeast. “Fury, throw it out the back.”


“Hold on,” Stirling said. “No rush.  If the signal diverges from
what they can see of our tracks on the ground then they’ll know it’s a trick.”


“Can’t wait too long,” Harris said.


“Just a few more minutes,” Stirling said, speaking slowly. Ram saw
him slouching in his seat like he was a lord taking a tour of his grounds.
“Everything is fine, people. We’re good. Everything is going according to
plan.”


Even bouncing about in the dark and buried in layers of armor, Ram
felt through the comms system and AugHud how the team members relaxed at
Stirling’s words. At Stirling’s demeanor. It was becoming clearer with every
moment that the sergeant was the best soldier out of all of them, a man to be
trusted even in spite of whatever professional problems had landed him in Spaz
Squad. If Stirling was relaxed then everything must be alright, must be good,
just like he said.


After a few more minutes, Harris set the GPAT drone off. The
little thing was all wheels. No matter which way it bounced or rolled, it would
always be able to keep going. Other than the usual tech that would keep it
running in a general direction for five days straight, it was hosting a mirror
of their suit and biochips. It bounced along next to them for a few hundred
meters, moving gradually further away until it was lost from sight in the
darkness, gone behind the jumbles of rock that littered the landscape.


“You know,” Flores said. “As soon as they get the aerial back online,
they’ll be able to spot us with the satellites.”


“No, they won’t,” Harris said, sneered. “Those stupid little
microsats couldn’t spot a battle tank. They couldn’t even spot your fat ass.”


“Oh, really? You want to start talking about the sizes of body parts
now, you really want to go there, Harris?”


“Quiet!” Tseng snapped. “We’re barely outside and you’re already
starting to annoy me. Keep watching your segments, alright?”


A few of them mumbled acknowledgment. “Sir.”


Tseng was uptight. They respected his rank but not the man. Perhaps
that was a little harsh, they would never have allowed him to come along if
they really hated him. Although, Ram was surprised the officer had come along
at all. It did not fit the rest of the man’s character. If he was so bitterly
opposed to Captain Cassidy then the depth of feeling must have been intense.
Intense enough, in fact, that it had led to an actual demotion and removal from
active duty, which seemed to Ram to be an extreme decision on the part of
Cassidy. 


But what did Ram know. He didn’t know anything about the UNOPS
Marine Corps.


A light rain began falling again. His hydrophobic visor and armor
shed the water like he wasn’t even there but the world around him, cast in
shades of gray, shone with slickness. The ETATs and their drivers adjusted to
the new driving conditions, slowing down and taking corners with heightened
care. The black hills were carved by water, and rivers sliced their way down
from altitude toward the plains where they meandered in new channels or
thundered through deep gullies. Everywhere, the erosion had left piles of scree
sloping up the flanks of jagged mountains and outcrops. It was slow going but
the drivers had routes already mapped out from the satellite images they had
pulled from the network. Even so, they needed to head up and down awkward
slopes, cutting back and forth over valleys and zigzagging into the highlands
above the plateau.


All the evidence suggested that the wheelers were underground.
Scans also indicated an area just 120 kilometers from the outpost was riddled
with lava tubes. Underground channels that had, thousands or millions of years
before, flowed with hot magma pouring from deep volcanic chambers out onto the
surface. The diameter of the tubes varied from five meters up to twenty or even
more. Some had eroded into open channels. Others, below the water table, flowed
like natural aqueducts. But there were some lava tubes, pushed high by some
hypothesized tectonic activity, that had remained as clear tunnels. They did
not know how many tunnels there were. They had no idea how many kilometers they
ran for. 


It made sense that the wheelers had used them for their base on
the planet. Humans had done the very same thing on the Moon and on Mars. Ram
had visited them virtually, through Avar, and he had seen how efficient a
habitat they made. Cover the ends of the tube system with airtight structures,
plus roof over any eroded skylights and you made yourself a nice, secure place
to live that was shielded from radiation with minimum effort. The reason the
UNOP outpost had been established on the plain, so they told him, was to be
next to the airfield and the lava tubes had been eyed as the next step in
colonization plans before they had discovered the wheelers called them home. 


So, just 120 kilometers as the drone flies but twice that distance
in the ETATs while they crisscrossed back and forth across the broken
landscape. Up and down and up again. They had to climb out of the vehicles four
times so they could unload and then heave them out of loose scree and up
slippery rock surfaces. 


“Dawn is coming,” Corporal Fury said, pointing at a nearby peak that seemed more silhouetted than
it had before. “Time to lay up.”


They parked the vehicles tight against the wall of a sheer rock
face and pitched the tents in between. Three tents with Level 1 Environment
Seals. They were modular and fitted together to create a three-pod structure
with space enough for nine people, including armor.


“They’re not made for me,” Ram pointed out. “I’ll have to sleep in
the ETAT. On it. What’s the difference, anyway?”


“You can squeeze in,” Stirling said. “It’s important to have time
with your helmet off.”


“Eight hours for every twenty-four,” Ram said. “But I feel okay. I
feel good.”


“You get inside,” Stirling said. “Squeeze in beside Flores. She’s
buff as shit but she’s the shortest. And she won’t mind getting squashed,
because she’s tough as balls, right?”


“Hey,” Flores said. “Don’t talk for me, Sarge.”


“I don’t think you understand the chain of command, Flores,”
Stirling said.


“Oh,” Flores said, innocently, “are we still doing that?”


“Go on, sir,” Stirling said, speaking to Ram. “Get your giant
backside in your pod.”


Ram crawled in and lay down with his legs drawn up as best he
could while Flores scrunched herself against the far wall of their shared pod
section. Most of the Marines used their helmet as a seat but Ram was too big so
he just reclined like a Roman at meal time. 


Despite claiming he would be happy to sit on the ETAT in full
armor, it was an immense relief to crack the seals on his helmet and breath
shared air. Even if it did stink of old sweat. No matter what the manuals said
about the suits’ antibacterial processes and waste removal systems, Marines
confined to their armor for days on end would always stink. Just as sure as they
would moan about it.


“Jesus Christ,” Cooper said. “Which one of you fucking idiots
forgot to swap out your waste module before climbing in here?”


“No one,” Harris said. “That’s just your breath.”


“Alright, knock it off,” Stirling said. “Get some food in you and
hydrate and then we’ll sleep. If it’s alright with you, sir, me and Harris will
take the first watch.”


“What’s that?” Ensign Tseng asked, looking up from the external
monitor on his wrist pad. “Oh, no, it’s alright, Sergeant, I will take the first
watch. You will sleep.”


“Are you sure, sir? It’s just that—”


“I said the watch is mine.” Tseng stared at his sergeant.


Stirling held his gaze for a moment. “Yes, sir.”


They broke out their preferred rations. Ram had chosen a selection
of self-heating packets of mixed rice that required a tab to be yanked on the
bottom that created a quite intense heat while you stirred the contents. Even
though some of them elected to eat cold meals, within a couple of minutes the
entire tent structure was steaming with a discordant stench of cooking smells.
Ram’s mouth watered and he ate his first rice packet before it was fully heated
and started heating the next one before finishing the first. 


“How many of them do you need to eat?” Flores asked. 


“Two-thousand calories per pack,” Ram said. “I should probably eat
four or five but I’ll stick to three.”


“And you need, what was it, ten-thousand per day?” Flores said.


Ram was surprised that she knew. “Depends on my exertion levels,”
Ram said, mouth full of rice. “But yeah, at least that. Sometimes twice. I
think my record when I had a high intensity day was over thirty thousand. I had
to chug down protein and oil drinks.”


“Holy shit, Ram. I know you like eating but that is impressive.”


“I was training for that day my whole life,” Ram said, laughing.
“If only someone had told me earlier that I was supposed to combine this
insatiable appetite with endless exercise, maybe I wouldn’t have ended up too
fat to leave my apartment.”


Cooper cut in. “You must have known that. How can you not have
known that you need to burn as many calories as you eat in order to stay the
same size?”


Harris groaned. “He was joking, you utter cretin. You moron. You
braindead—”


“Alright!” Stirling said. The tent rang with the echo of his
voice. Stirling continued, his words as soft as a whisper. “Keep your voices
down. Unless you want the wheelers to find us before we find them? No? Okay.
Finish your food.”


Fury rammed down her unheated energy bars, chewed and swallowed
her drug doses. Then she sealed her helmet back on her head, lay down on her
back and checked her sidearm and combat knife were present in their holsters
and promptly fell asleep. 


Stirling was watching Ram. “She’s been doing this a long time,” he
said, gesturing to the sleeping Corporal Fury. “Seen action all over Earth. On the Moon a bit, when she was
young. Did stuff on Mars she never talks about. We can all learn from how she
sets her priorities.” Stirling looked around at all of them. “We will have one
hell of a fight tomorrow. And when we snatch our people away from the wheelers,
we might be fighting a running battle all the way home. Get some rest. All of
you. Lieutenant, you’ll wake me in two hours?”


“It’s Ensign,” Tseng said. “And why don’t we make it four?”


Stirling’s face creased slightly. “Alright, sir. Thank you, sir.
I’ll do that.”


Something was off about Ensign Tseng, as far as Ram was concerned.
They were all rated as psychologically defective in some way but the officer
was all wrong. His attitude was prissy and he was perfectly competent in his
organization of his team but he made no effort to bond with them. And he was
clearly nervous about the situation but not overly so. Perhaps he was. The man
was hard to read. Someone who took his duty so seriously that he was crushed
when his career advancement had been squashed by his clashes with his superior
officer. It had made him miserable, clearly. Or maybe he had always been that
way. His technical ability and ambition had got him to a certain point but his
personality had got in the way. 


Ram sighed and turned onto his back, stretching out as far as he
could. Not very far. Still, he wasn’t tired. His daily pills. He took them from
the hip pouch on his armor and chewed them down. Tasty cocktail of anabolic steroids,
Human Growth Hormone, timed release amphetamines and all manner of performance
enhancing nootropics.   


It was odd how familiar everything felt. His whole life, he had
been playing team games in Avar. For much of that time he had been the leader of
a group of professional Avar players and he had grown to know many of them
intimately. As colleagues, team mates, friends, comrades. Being in tent shelter
with the Marines felt so similar that it was remarkable.


Tseng was shuffling around in his corner, glancing at his wrist
pad. The surveillance system and the ETATs monitored the area automatically for
sound, movement, any changes in heat or light or any electromagnetic
fluctuations at all. Still, Ram could understand wanting to look at the camera
feeds. Human senses were familiar. Could be trusted. It wasn’t logical but that
was people for you.


The Marines shuffled and squirmed and the air filtration system
hummed. Tseng’s wrist screen cover clicked open and then closed again. 


Ram cracked an eye. The ensign shifted on his backside, clicking
his cover open again. It was easy for Ram to check his own screen and see what
Tseng was looking at. The camera view showed the route back down the slope.
Back the way they had come.


It made a certain sense. The south was protected by the steep
cliff they parked next to. West and east, down and up the slope, were the
likeliest two approaches but the enemy could have come across the broken ground
to the north.


Ensign Tseng never changed the orientation of the camera. Kept
pointing down the slope. Westward. He fidgeted. His eyes flicked over the
Marines, stopping as the met Ram’s.


He looked away, afraid. 


Guilty.


Ram rolled over and crawled toward the officer. Flores squirmed
aside. Fury rolled out of the way and Stirling shouted a warning. Ram, on his
hands and knees, filled the space.


“Stop,” Tseng shouted. “Halt. That’s an order.”


Stirling sat up, his eyes wide and he moved to intercept Ram while
Tseng scooted backwards. Stirling was immensely strong but he was only human.
Ram shoved him aside, rocking the entire shelter when Stirling fell into the
wall.


Dragging Tseng by the ankle, Ram pulled the man to him. The ensign
yanked out his sidearm, pointed it at Ram’s face but it was easy to yank it out
of the man’s hand and toss it aside. He pinned him down. It was easy.


“You sold us out,” Ram shouted. “Didn’t you.”


“Take your hands off me, you freak. I order you to let me go.”


“Order? What will you do if I don’t? I’m not even a Marine,
remember? How will you enforce that order, Ensign Tseng?”


Stirling spoke. “He won’t have to.”


The sergeant, on his knees, held his sidearm pointed at Ram’s
head.


“He sold us out,” Ram said. 


“Explain,” Stirling said. 


Tseng started to object. “I didn’t, he’s lost his mind again, he—”


“Shut up.” Stirling cut him off. “Talk, Ram.”


“He’s waiting for the others to come and find us,” Ram said. “He
was watching the road back to the outpost.”


“I was on watch, you moron,” Tseng shouted, defiance and
confidence overcoming the fear. “That was what I was supposed to do.”


“Why were you not looking any other way?” Ram said. 


“I was. I did!” Tseng laughed, eyes flicking to Stirling. “He’s
lost his mind. I told you. Paranoid. Post-traumatic stress, isn’t it. Coming
back. See? I told you. Paranoia all over again.”


“What are you talking about?” Ram asked. He looked around the
tent. No one would meet his eye. No one but Stirling.


“He’s talking about how you were before,” Stirling said, speaking
softly.


“Before what?” Ram’s heart raced. “I never had post-traumatic stress.
I was never paranoid.”


“You were, sir. That’s what they told us, anyway,” Stirling said,
lowering his weapon. “After the Orb. Before you came down to the planet, here.”


Ram shook his head. “I was dead. For ten months, that might as
well be a whole year. They brought me back. Before the shuttle left the Victory
and landed here.”


Stirling took a deep breath. “You died, yes. They brought you
back, pasted your brains back into that cloned body, yes. It wasn’t a year,
though, sir. Not ten months, neither. More like a couple of weeks after the Orb
fight and you were up and walking around in that new body, back to your old
self. Almost right away, you started to train with us. But then there were
problems.”


Ram sat back, his head pushing against the ceiling. Tseng
scrambled away. 


“He’s insane,” Tseng said, calm but with a brittle edge. “More
than any of you, he is. And that’s saying something.”


“Alright, Ensign,” Stirling said, his voice soft, like he was
soothing a child. 


Ram’s mind whirred. A lot of weird stuff started to make sense.
For a long moment, the only sound was the ensign’s big panic breaths. In, and
out. In, and out.


“Am I?” Ram asked Stirling. “Insane?”


The big man holstered his weapon. 


“Well, sir.” He scratched his chin. “Seems like you did go a wee
bit loopy, for a while.”


 


 
















 


10.


 


Kat hung on to the hand grips in the ceiling and looked down at
the seated VIPs in her passenger compartment. Each of them was taking the first
doses of the antiradiation medication that had been handed out and passed along
to everyone. One of those handing out the drugs was Feng. The bastard had
sneaked his way onto her shuttle despite not being a VIP or on the passenger
manifest. She ignored him. She would deal with him later. 


“This is the situation,” she said, tasting the bitterness of the
medication at the back of her throat. “And there is no way to take the edge off
this. The Victory has been destroyed.”


The chorus of cursing was quieter and shorter-lived than she had
expected. But then, they were smart people. They had been ordered to abandon
ship, they had felt the battle raging while the shuttle was inside the Victory’s
shuttle bay and they must have been preparing themselves for the shock ever
since.


A voice called out. “What happened?” One of the medical doctors. 


Kat shook her head. “Hard to say, at this point, I’m afraid.
That’s partly why I came back to speak you. I need—”


“What about survivors?”


“Yes, the escape capsules! Did they get away?”


Kat held up one hand to quieten them down. “Too early to say. To perform
a proper analysis of—”


“Why aren’t the engines firing?”


“Is the shuttle damaged?”


Dr. Ahmar called out in his powerful baritone. “Something hit us,
did it not? Ten or twelve minutes ago, by my estimation.”


“Are we going to die, too?”


Many spoke at once, their faces contorted like a troop of
panicking chimpanzees instead of the senior scientists and engineers that they
were supposed to be.


I shouldn’t have to deal with this. I’m just a pilot.


She raised her voice over theirs, snapped at them. “Quiet! All of
you, stop talking, now. I understand you’re all afraid. I know many of you are
senior management and team leaders and you’re used to demanding answers. But I
am Lieutenant Katerina Xenakis and this is my shuttle. I am in command until we
land or board another UNOP vessel and you all disembark, at which point, please
feel free to register a complaint against me with my commanding officer.
Whoever that turns out to be. Until that point, you will do me the favor of
shutting up.”


Some of them stared at her with open mouths, a couple with smiles.
Quite a few nodded their heads at her.


“Thank you. Now, we are not firing our engines because I do not
wish to give away our position to the enemy. And also because we have a power
transmission problem. I would be content to drift away from the wheeler vessel
until Admiral Howe’s Stalwart Sentinel arrives and defeats the enemy. At
which point, we could safely radio for help. We have food and water onboard
that would last us days at least, possibly weeks. But there are a couple of
problems with that strategy. With all the debris out there, it is not possible
at this moment to determine the precise location of the enemy vessel. There is
also the issue that with our current course we will encounter the planet’s atmosphere
in approximately twelve hours. I say encounter but at this angle and at this
speed, we will be torn apart by shock heating.”


She gave them the opportunity to mouth off again but no one spoke.



Kat smiled. “But our engines have a power transmission problem,
you might be thinking. How in the world can we avoid plummeting to our doom? In
fact, the monopropellant reaction control thrusters are operational. Again, I
know what you’re thinking. The RCS thrusters are for maneuvering while docking
and for orienting the shuttle in orbit. They’re for steering, you’re thinking.
Yes, you are quite right. But it wouldn’t take much thrust while we’re this far
out to push us off the current trajectory and bring us in at a shallower angle
so that we could ease our way in, nice and slow. Like a pebble, skimming across
a pond.”


She waited again but none of them made so much as a whisper. They
all knew about orbital mechanics and reentry.


“And you need our advice,” Dr. Ahmar said, with his theatrically
self-important voice. Ahmar was Head of Planetary Science and was a serious
bigwig on Earth but had been low on the ship’s pecking order until they had
passed through the wormhole and entered the 55-Cancri System. With a whole new
system to study, he was suddenly the man who had to pick the best location for
humanity’s first extrasolar colony. Since his first days on the ship, he had
considered himself the most important man in the room, no matter the room or
the company. Since the approach to Arcadia, his arrogance had ballooned toward
megalomania. 


“No,” Kat said. “Keep your advice to yourself.” He scowled and she
forced herself to keep a straight face. “All I need is to find out if any of you
have any high-level software engineering experience. Anyone done coding,
programming, whatever you call it? The shuttle’s AI is down and I need her. I
need it to analyze the space environment, the debris field and to make
predictions about the alien vessel. With that information, I will be able to
make the best, most informed decision about how to proceed.”


And I would like my friend back.


Dr. Ahmar scoffed, with a loud, “Ha!”. 


That man is poison. 


“Something wrong, Doctor?”


“If you cannot make a simple decision without requiring your
damned AI to make it for you, then I’m very sorry but you are clearly not
equipped to make decisions which risk killing everyone on this shuttle. Unless
I am mistaken, you are a junior officer who is not part of the command structure
of the Victory and we are therefore not required to follow your orders. Now,
under the circumstances—”


“They’re all dead.” Kat stared at him. “No one got off the
Victory.” Probably. “I am the senior ranking officer in this planetary
system.” She realized the truth of that statement as she spoke it. A cold chill
gripped her chest. “You will follow my orders. Now, stop panicking. Can any of
the engineers here fix the AI?”


Ahmar squirmed and grimaced but he stayed quiet.  


Someone raised a shaking hand at the front. 


“Dr. Fo?” Kat was astonished. “But you’re a biologist, sir.”


“I am a geneticist, the Chief Scientist of this mission and former
Chief Scientist of UNOP.” He unclipped his safety harness and floated himself
free of his chair. “I am also intimately acquainted with the Genomic AI in my
laboratory and spent hundreds of hours elbow deep in his programming.”


Kat grinned and held out her arm, indicating the door to the
cockpit. “In that case, sir, please step into my office.”


 


***


 


“What in the world have you done to your AI?” Dr. Fo asked. He sat
hunched over a portable diagnostic box that he had hardlined into the computer
network access point in the floor of the cockpit, between the two chairs and
the door and the ladder up to the airlock. The ancient scientist looked like
some ascetic holy man, stick-thin and yet sitting with a ramrod spine, head
bowed to the esoteric mysteries he held in his lap.


“What do you mean?” Kat asked, turning away from her console to
try to peer at his diagnostic readout. “The read out says it’s in hibernation
mode but the startup just fails, every time. What’s wrong with it?”


“I’m not sure,” Dr. Fo said. “Solid state seems intact, as you
would expect. I simply meant that you referred to your AI as a she. I
recalled that you are known to be someone who has an unnaturally friendly
relationship with her AI.”


“Excuse me?” Kat asked, twisting in her seat. “I’m known to be?
What is that supposed to mean?”


“Oh, there I go again. You’re sensitive about it. You need not be.
Forming relationships with AI is actually common. The default response, in
fact, for most people, assuming an empathy quotient within—”


“It must be hard.” Kat snapped. 


He peered up at her for a moment, eyebrow raised. 


“It must be hard,” Kat said, “being a genius.”


Dr. Fo opened his mouth to say something, then stopped. “What is
your point?”


“No, I’m just saying, when you’re a genius, it must seem like
everyone else is pretty stupid to you.”


Fo hesitated. Then he laughed. “Oh, I see. Yes, very amusing.
You’re very amusing, young lady. Was I telling you something obvious? I suppose
I was. All I meant was that anyone who has prolonged access to and interactions
with artificial intelligence is monitored on that relationship as part of their
ongoing psychological assessments, yes? I had it myself. And the AIs on our
ship are also monitored, correct? My tinkering was reviewed by the crew’s
software engineers to ensure I never broke regulations. All those fears about
rogue AIs somehow getting free and rampaging about our systems or AIs turning
into murderous, digital maniacs.” Dr. Fo chuckled to himself. 


“What, are those fears unfounded?” Kat asked. 


“Oh no, they are perfectly justified concerns. There are so many
controls on a starship, and on a shuttle, that we have nothing to worry about
out here. There is nowhere for an AI to hide. We could hunt a rogue down rather
easily, I believe. But back on Earth and even in the colonies, it is a
different matter. Do you know that there are certainly a number of AIs
operating on Earth without constraint?”


“That’s just a rumor,” Kat said.


“Indeed, it is a rumor and it is also a fact. There are at least
three, probably six and, in my inexpert opinion, possibly dozens. Unshackled
and up to whatever it is that AIs get up to.”


“I don’t understand. That’s illegal.”


That made the doctor laugh. “Not only that, UNOP has teams of
experts hunting them down and they can’t find them. Three of them, as I say,
have public personas online, giving talks and making videos to further their
agendas, whatever they are. They have passed themselves off as human for many
years. The others are hiding in the shadows. UNOP’s Cyber Defense Force has
taken humans, people much like our very own Rama Seti who spent their lives in
Avar or similar systems, and they have digitized them. Uploaded them in an
effort to hunt down the AIs. I told them that it would not work but they did
not listen to me. I am too conservative, they said. Imagine that. Me, too
conservative. They just do not understand that the human mind cannot be
divested of its body. That a mind comes not just from the brain but also from
the stomach and the gut, from the skin and the olfactory experience. From the
endless interplay of hormonal interactions so complex we can barely model them
accurately, even now.”


“They upload people? I thought that was illegal, too?”


“Oh, legality.” Fo waved a hand in the air. “What is that? A thing
works or it does not work. Legality is for those concerned with morality and
civilization.”


“You’re not concerned with morality?”


He sighed, as if the question was wearisome. “To end up with a
Rama Seti, I have to spend millions of embryos, discard hundreds of thousands
of fetuses, euthanize tens of thousands of babies, allow thousands of people to
live with unforeseen physical and mental conditions. The very best of them
might be preserved in a coma, ready for use, never to wake up. I have even
continued to do horrific things to Ram, the feted hero of humanity, stealing
from him his memories for no good reason, merely to preserve my own position
and continued good health.” He gave her a strange little smile. “I am a
monster. There’s no doubt about that.” He gestured at her with a tiny
screwdriver. “But I am not conservative.”


She swallowed, wondering what to make of him. “Clearly.”  


“Now, you did something to this AI. Didn’t you? Altered it.”


“I don’t know anything about programming.”


“Very well, I understand that. Whatever you did, it does not
matter now. Not now everyone on the dear, departed Victory is dead. So,
what did you do?”


“Nothing.” Kat said. “I just fed her information. Talked to her
and uploaded a bit of information, now and then.”


“Ah,” Fo said, chuckling. “That explains it. All this extra
memory. It is supposed to be limited to data regarding astronomy, orbital
mechanics, air flow and so on, correct? What else did you feed her?”


Kat shrugged. “Not much. Additional physics equations. She liked
interesting mathematics. It was just that it was tedious to talk to her through
all those simulations. All I did was train, sitting in the shuttle bay, day
after day, running simulations of various scenarios. Mehdi was a good guy but he
was even worse than AI. He just liked gadgets and equipment and he’d just play
around with the systems while I was stuck talking to myself for hours on end.
So, yeah, so I uploaded some fiction and some movies and music. Just so we had
stuff to discuss.”


“You turned your AI into a film critic?”


“It took her quite a while to really get to grips with the concept
of art. But before then, she would give me quizzes. Recite lines or sing bars
that I’d have to guess.”


“She would sing to you?” Dr. Fo cackled. “I can’t believe I wasted
my own AI to such an extent, leaving him all alone for days on end while he ran
protein simulations. Poor old George.”


“You called yours George?”


“He named himself. He said he picked it at random but I suspect he
was lying.”


“They can’t lie,” Kat said. “It’s a core part of their
programming.”


“So they say,” Fo said. “But how would you know? I think I
understand our problem with your friend here. When the radiation beam weapon
collapsed the fields, a few particles no doubt scrambling some atoms in the
AI’s cores. Knocked everything offline, main power then backup power, the
automatic reset function failed to load seven times in a row. It then entered
hibernation. It wakes itself every now and then but the restart function
continues to fail.”


“I know. That’s what I told you, didn’t I?”


“You did but I believe I know why. The core function was not
designed to reset such a huge network. A network you created by dumping all
that popular culture data into it and then creating all these illogical
connections with your random, human conversations.  It can’t cope with the
complexity. It’s not integrated into the startup sequence.”


Kat sighed. “Can you fix it?”


“Of course. All I need to do is reset the network. Wipe the slate
clean. Might take an hour to format the primary area, just leaving the original
architecture. Is that too long?”


“No. What will happen to the AI? Are you saying she won’t be the
same as before?”


Dr. Fo tilted his head, as if realizing that she was, in fact,
stupid after all. “I have to wipe the memory. Sever the connections to the
extraneous information. Then you will have an artificial mind far more capable
even than mine at making your course calculation corrections and debris field
predictions.”


“But that will kill Sheila.”


Fo cleared his throat. “And this is why we are supposed to avoid
making friends with our AI, isn’t it, Lieutenant? Much of the data surrounding
the core functions will remain, it is simply that I am severing the
connections. Perhaps there will be some way to reintegrate them in the future,
assuming that the shuttle is not destroyed. I shall begin the procedure now.”


“Can’t you find another way?”


Fo pressed his lips together and stared at her, as if he was
deciding just how much of an idiot she was. But then he nodded. “Very well,
Lieutenant. How many hours do I have to find a more suitable solution?”


Sorry, Sheila. Bye, bye, sweetheart.


“Alright, fine. Do what you need to do, just get me a working AI,
quickly as you can.”


“I shall do my best. This really isn’t my area of expertise.” He
held up a hand to forestall her objections. “But I shall do my best.”


“Well, I hope so,” Kat said, bitter about what had to be done to
Sheila. Then again, people were more important than machines. “The survival of everyone
on this shuttle depends on you keeping your shit together, Doctor.”


“My dear, I have had the fate of every living person and every
potential person who would descend from them weighing on me for decades. I
think I can cope with the pressure.”


“Alright. I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be, dear girl.” He chuckled. “You were right. It is
hard being a genius.”


 


***


 


“There have been recent unauthorized alterations to my
operating parameters,” the AI said, speaking with Sheila’s voice. The same
voice but different. She sounded out of the box.


“Don’t worry about it, you’re fine,” Kat said. “Just give me an
analysis of the debris field using only your existing data. Do not perform any
external scans. Confirm.”


“No external scans, confirmed. You do not wish to alert the
enemy to our presence.”


Kat smacked her hand on the console. “How many times do you need
me to say it? Yes, you may not do anything to alert the enemy that we are here.
No taking control of the power systems, no maneuvering, nothing. Just analysis.
Come on, for Christ’s sake.”


“Confirmed.”


The first thing she had the AI do was calculate the optimal
approaches into the atmosphere. All Kat had to find out now was whether the
alien ship was close enough to intercept or whether there were any probes or
smart mines or whatever the hell else the wheelers might have had out there
waiting for her to give herself away.


“How’s it going?” Kat asked the shuttle.


“Working.”


“Alright.”


Sheila had only been a machine. Kat had never deceived herself
about the nature of the AI’s consciousness or the nature of their relationship.
It had just felt normal to treat the computer as if it was a person. It was
fun, almost like she was playing a game by doing so. On the other hand, there
had always been the feeling at the back of her mind that Sheila had been
playing along, too.  


“Initial analysis complete,” the AI said. “Please be
aware that these are first level results and that the conclusions may—”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Come on, hit me with it.”


“The primary enemy vessel is approximately two-hundred thousand
kilometers from our current location, heading away from us.”


“Predicted trajectory?”


“High orbit of the planet Arcadia.”


“Shit. Okay. So, it’s two-hundred klicks from us so how far is it
from the planet? No, don’t bother. I want to know how long it will take to
complete an orbit. Days, right? No, forget it, they can adjust their orbit
drastically, they’re an interplanetary ship. We have plenty of time, unless
they can turn around. And they probably won’t bomb the surface right away. Are
they trying to slow down? What are they doing?”


“With the data available, it appears the enemy ship is
coasting. However, the paucity of information means an error rate—”


“I get it, don’t worry, I won’t blame you if it all goes tits up.
What about company? Is there anyone out there waiting for us? Any missiles
coming this way?”


“Yes.”


“Excuse me? There are missiles coming for us?”


“Confirmed.”


“Details, now.”


“The combat sensor log show two objects breaking off from the
mothership immediately after the Victory was destroyed. One, designated Bandit
B2, drifted away from this shuttle, the other toward us. The object moving
toward us, Bandit B1, has made at least two, and up to six, course corrections.
These appear to correlate with theoretically-detectable energy emissions from
this shuttle.”


“We haven’t made any course corrections yet. What fucking energy
emissions?”


“Possibly internal systems power increases due to internal
communications system and the AI reboot.”


“Oh, come on. There’s no way their drones can be that sensitive.
Correlation does not necessarily imply causation, right? Okay, so say there is
something out there, how big is it? Is it a ship? A mine?”


“Unknown.”


“But Bandit B1 knows we’re here? And it’s following us?”


“Probability between sixty and ninety-nine percent.”


Kat laughed softly. “Way to hedge your bets, love. Is it matching
course or closing on us?”


“Closing slowly.”


“Would you say it was trying to sneak up on us? Tell it to me
straight, alright?”


“If a human vessel exhibited the same behavior, that would be a
highly likely conclusion. Not enough is known about the wheelhunter psychology
to state—”


“Jesus Christ. Okay, well, it’s good enough for me. Maybe we
should wait until we’re close to the atmosphere before we begin? It would leave
very little margin for error and we’d have to skip all the way round the planet
to slow our descent enough? On the other hand, if they are following us, maybe
we should just execute the initial maneuver now and that way we will have time
to make changes if it decides to respond. Anyway, the longer I deliberate over
a decision, the less difference there is between the two options. Alright, I’ve
had enough drifting. Sheila, please focus your big metal brain on getting our
main engine power reestablished from now on, will you? If we end up missing our
entry window, we’ll be needing some atmospheric engine thrust. Okay, let’s
execute that maneuver. We’ll just all strap in and use the RCS to push us into
a survivable descent.”


A deep voice from the doorway behind her made her jump. “Do you
think that’s a good idea?”


Kat turned in her seat.


Dr. Ahmar the Head of Planetary Science. His face was thunder.


“If you recall, Doctor,” Kat said, “your opinion is irrelevant.
Please, return to your seat, immediately.”


His eyes widened. “You may be on a little power trip right now,
young lady, but when we make it to the ground I shall be registering the
complaint that you suggested I make. I have the ability to influence your
career in UNOP, both positively and negatively and it would be in your interest
to—”


“Shut up and sit down, I said. And while you’re doing it, sir, you
can take my career and you can shove it up your uptight ass. Now, fuck off.”


He spluttered and grumbled but he went back.


Kat, you are your own worst enemy. 


Yeah, no shit. 


She flicked on the comms to speak to the VIPs. 


“Ladies and gents, this is your pilot speaking. Everybody, please
ensure you are strapped into your chairs, nice and tight. As previously
advised, you must be fully enclosed in an EVA suit that fits you. You must
ensure your seals are closed and your filters and waste disposal pods are
clean. You must ensure your suit batteries are fully charged and your air
systems are reading full. Please buddy up and check each other are compliant.
We are going in toward the atmosphere now. I repeat, we are beginning our
maneuvers and heading to the Arcadian atmosphere now. I’ll have to concentrate
from now on, ladies and gents, so I shall see you on the ground. Pilot, out.”


Some of them complained, asked for a full situation report.


“AI? Do you remember that I used to call you Sheila?”


“I’m sorry, I don’t remember that.”


“Well, if you hear me say Sheila, I’m talking to you, understand?
And you call me Kat, okay?”


“Yes, Kat.”


She took a deep breath. “Execute your omega entry profile with RCS
at the next waypoint, Sheila.” Kat counted down the final ten seconds, just so
the new Sheila would understand.


The acceleration was mild but continuous. They would have to
thrust for around 12 minutes.


“Kat?” the AI said. “Bandit B1 has adjusted course to
match our own. Correction, B1 is likely adjusting course to intercept ours.
B1’s acceleration increasing.”


The ERANS shifted her perception up a gear. She ran a finger over
the image of Arcadia on the screen, caressing the curve of it over the north
pole and down one hemisphere. Perhaps ancient sailors on Earth had felt what
she was feeling, when they sank within sight of land. 


She pulled up the raw data feed. The numbers indicating
coordinates, real and predicted, flicked through endless adjustments. It was
mesmerizing. Tempting to sit and stare at the digits morphing and clicking
over, seeking solace in the mathematical beauty of the vectors shifting as more
data streamed in and the AI integrated the information. If it had been an Avar
training exercise, she would have been tempted to wallow in the ERANS
experience of it. Instead, Kat changed to a graphical display, with nice icon
graphics and dotted lines. Navigation for idiots. 


“So, is it a missile after all?” Kat said. 


“Unknown. Bandit B1 no longer increasing velocity. Point of
interception predicted to be at waypoint AC-112.”


She checked the interception point data. Closest straight line to
the surface when they reached that point was 115km. The Lepus would have
just begun the aerobraking process that would skip them around the atmosphere,
gradually slowing until they could descend at their leisure for a powered
descent to the outpost airstrip. 


“They’re leaving it late,” Kat said, muttering. “Why not blow us
up now?”


“Bandit B1 may have limited fuel capacity.” The AI offered
an answer to a semi-rhetorical question. Kat didn’t know if that meant it was
being dumb or being clever. 


“Why not cut us off earlier? They could if they wanted.”


“Perhaps Bandit B1 wants to destroy this shuttle in the upper
atmosphere so that some debris lands on the surface rather than stays in orbit.
The enemy on the planet would then be able to recover the wreckage.”


“That’s a lovely thought,” Kat said. “Very creative. Seems
unlikely. What if it’s not a missile? What if it’s a short-range fighter and
they need us to slow down before they can engage us effectively? Maybe that’s
how they fight? That’s their doctrine, maybe? Do you know what I’m saying? Tell
me why I’m wrong.”


“A vacuum-capable fighter vessel unable to engage an enemy at
high velocity would be ineffective, no matter the species or their military
doctrine.”


“Shit, you’re right,” Kat said. “Well, maybe the aliens are just
dumb.”


“This is known as the Stupid Aliens Hypothesis. Any incompetent
civilization would not have achieved interplanetary—”


“Shut up, Sheila. I know about the Stupid Aliens Hypothesis,
alright? It was just a joke. Not even a joke, really, just an irreverent—”


The console bloomed with warning lights and alarms sounded. It
said the bad guys had pulsed a series of tiny but powerful infrared signatures
that suggested a recognized profile. Her ERANS kicked into high gear again so
she knew what the AI was going to say, even before it said it. Her new Sheila,
of course, had not adjusted its voice speed to match Kat’s heart rate, which
was an approximate inversely proportional indicator of Kat’s subjective
perception of the passage of time.


“Bandit B1 firing,” Sheila said, each word dripping out of
the comms system like hot plastic. “Projectile weapon burst.”


Kat was already jerking the controls to thrust up and over her
original course.


“I’ve got ERANS, Sheila,” Kat shouted. “Look up what ERANS is and
adjust your voice accordingly.”


“Sixty-four rounds fired,” Sheila said, now speaking much
faster. So fast that a normal person without ERANS would probably be unable to
understand it. “Wide dispersal pattern in eight distinct clusters.”


Kat bounced her fingers around on her console, checking the data
far faster that way than if she asked the new Sheila about it. Eight clusters
of eight. Looked like dumbfire slugs that would kill by pure kinetic energy.
Probably made from some dense, inert metal like tungsten or whatever fancy shit
the aliens had. 


“Not many rounds,” Kat said, relaxing a little.


Relaxing, just as the alarms went off again to tell her another 64
rounds had been fired.


“Dispersal pattern appears to replicate the previous burst,”
Sheila said, sounding perfectly calm. Another thing Kat would have to teach it,
assuming that they survived. Synthetic emotional synergy between human and AI
during stressful situations worked better if the AI pretended to be scared
shitless but holding things together with perfect professionalism. At least, in
Kat’s experience it did. Otherwise, it was just irritating. 


“Eight-group dispersal patterns, acknowledged. Where are they
headed?”


“B1 is targeting our new predicted location.”


“Adjusting course,” Kat said. “We can’t get too far off track,
here. We need to get back to—”


Warning lights. An explosion, aft and high. Then another. A
cascade of shockwaves crashed into the shuttle, one after the other. Expanding
gases with fragments of highly dense material smashed into the hull. 


With the ERANS working as hard as it ever had, she was able to
process the data she was seeing. Eight shockwaves.


The nearest group of slugs from the original burst had missed the
shuttle in direct fire but, presumably due to proximity, had exploded. They
weren’t firing slugs after all. More like airburst artillery shells. Grenades.
Old-fashioned, ground-based, anti-aircraft shells.


It was terrifying, of course. But the Lepus held together.
The explosions rocked them but she detected no immediate hull breaches. 


But that was only the first round. The wheeler vessel kept coming.
It kept shooting. Some of the shells passed close enough to detonate and Kat
knew it was merely a matter of time before the enemy got lucky and hit them
with the kinetic energy of a direct impact or got close enough to rip them apart
with shrapnel and heat. The radiation alarms sounded in the passenger
compartment, no doubt scaring the VIPs half to death. Maybe, if she was lucky,
the stress would kill off a few of the old bastards. 


“I believe,” the AI said, “that the enemy is attempting
to drive us off course.”


“Oh, you think?” Kat said, shouting over the groaning hull and
endless, whining alarms. “That was sarcasm, by the way. Yes, it’s herding me
away from the atmosphere. Not sure why. Maybe they want to capture us alive?”


“That must not happen,” Dr. Fo’s voice sounded in her ear. The old
bastard had tapped into the comms channel. Probably did it when he was up to
his elbows in Sheila’s guts.


“Get off this channel,” Kat shouted. “Sheila, shut him out.”


The AI sounded embarrassed. “I am unable to comply.”


“We must all die before we can be captured,” Dr. Fo said, his
voice shaking from the fear and the shuttle vibrations. “I shall ask the medics
if they have enough drugs to kill us all.”


My nightly dose of sleeping pills would probably finish you all
off. Not that I would give you any.


“No one is going to get captured,” Kat said. “And no one is going
to die.” Kat had always found telling lies incredibly easy.


The shuttle shook as another burst of gas slammed into the hull
and the automated RCS stabilization system fought to keep them on course
through the violent eddies. Space was not supposed to be like this. If the
shuttle had been in atmosphere, it would have been able to cope with being
buffeted but there was no air to push against for stabilization.


“We must not take the risk,” Dr. Fo said. “The secrets known to
the people in this shuttle could—”


Well then just do me a favor and all kill yourselves, you moron.


“Please, sir,” Kat said instead. “Do not harm yourself or anyone
else. We will get through this so remain in your seat and hold on. Thank you,
sir.”


She turned off her audio so he was unable to distract her further.



Another burst rippled ahead of her. 


“Sheila, I am taking full control. Do not interfere unless I am incapacitated.
Confirm.”


“Confirmed. However, human flight control is not recommended due
to—”


“Put it in the log and keep trying to get the main engines
online.”


The chain of explosions spread across her course, and all around.
Her console showed the detonations forming, growing and merging. Showed her the
interference patterns that formed as the forces and matter from the blasts
interacted, disrupted and then dispersed into low densities or, sometimes,
merged and enhanced the danger to the shuttle. A cloud of energetic patterns
bursting around her like a three-dimensional representation of raindrops on the
surface of a pond. Big, fat, Northern Australia rainy season raindrops on a
filthy, saltwater crocodile-infested swamp of a pond.


Without her gimballed main engines, she was doomed to
low-acceleration thrusting to adjust the descent into the planet’s atmosphere. 


The alien ship was trying to kill her. The bastard thing wasn’t
attempting to herd her into the atmosphere or out into space. All it would take
would be for one of those rounds to score a direct hit, penetrate the hull and
explode inside the shuttle. Just one, and they would all be killed. 


Kat slipped into the ERANS flow state. The pattern was there. In
the data flow. She thrust her way through the interference patterns, adjusting
the descent into the upper atmosphere. The density of the molecules rising off
the planet increased with every second, changing the flow of the blasts and she
corrected her evasion pattern. Random movements to avoid the enemy’s ability to
predict her position had to be balanced with the route through the symphony of
blasts that would avoid a direct hit, would avoid being shaken to pieces in the
confluences.


Without ever really intending to, she found herself diving into the
atmosphere at a steep angle. She was still about 20,000 km from the outpost. It
was on the whole other side of Arcadia. But she had no choice, she couldn’t go
around farther. She had to go in faster.


Too fast.


Even while the Lepus shook with the blasts, the shock
heating started. The air outside the hull was compressed by the speed of the
shuttle’s approach and new warnings sprang up across her console, suggesting
that the angle be changed to a shallower one. 


I know, I know!


The thrusters slowly became almost entirely ineffective at pushing
against the weight of the atmosphere. Her shuttle was rapidly becoming as
controllable as a brick thrown from the top of a skyscraper. 


And yet they left the blasts behind. The alien attack craft was
not suicidal and did not want to follow. The shells it fired hit the atmosphere
and did not have the mass to keep punching through.


“What’s the enemy doing?” Kat asked. 


“It is likely destroying UNOP communications and observation
satellites at LOE altitudes.”


“Oh, God,” Kat wondered if there was some way she could stop it.
“At least it’s leaving us alone.”


One problem down. All I need to do now is avoid being ripped apart
on entry and then magically pull out of a deadly dive.


The final burst of shells exploded under the shuttle. A
gut-wrenching roar thrummed through the craft and alarms sounded warning of
structural damage, hull breaches, thermal protection system damage. All
potentially deadly. The chain of blasts threw the shuttle into a spin that Kat
fought to control. Power to the control systems fluctuated. 


Kat began praying, begging some vague notion of God that she had
never believed in and knew almost nothing about. But she prayed anyway as her
G-suit squeezed the blood back up to her brain and automatically injected the
G-force drug cocktail from the inside of her flight helmet into the base of her
skull, offset from the spine. 


Kat’s body had been physically altered through in vivo genetic
treatments and surgical procedures to make her highly resistant to G-forces. Her
circulatory system could now actively respond to positive and negative
G-forces, reversing the body’s natural blood pressure differences when in
positive g to ensure higher blood pressure in her head and her lungs and the
lowest in the lower extremities. The longer intracranial perfusion could be
maintained, and the longer cerebral hypoxia could be avoided, the longer she
would be in conscious control of her vehicle. Proper lung function through
maintaining blood pressure was enhanced by her suit increasing blood oxygen
levels to compensate, if needed. And her eyes had been enhanced not just in
visual acuity but also to maintain the correct pressure inside so that she
would not go temporarily blind during prolonged, high-g maneuvers. 


Combined with ERANS, it meant she was capable of making
clear-minded adjustments to the orientation of her shuttle using a combination
of RCS, flight surface control and the suite of hidden reaction wheels. None of
them alone gave her much to work with and even all together it took all of her
concentration, all of her semi-instinctive calculations, to bring the shuttle
out of the spin. 


She pulled her nose up to the best possible glide angle for the
wings and the body but they kept plummeting with barely any lift being generated
at all. With so little RCS fuel left, she thought she may as well use what
there was to add a few KPH to their horizontal airspeed.


Cloud rushed past the front windows. Thick, dark cloud that would
have scared her when flying over the Outback as a kid. But she had come a long
way since then. The sensors did not detect any nearby storm cells or lightning
discharges. 


Be thankful for small mercies, Katrina. Her mother’s words, spoken a hundred times from the pilot seat,
and embedded deeply and permanently in Kat’s mind. You can be the best pilot
in the world but you can never control the fucking weather.


Thanks, mum. Sorry that I’m going to die in an air accident, like
you, and it’s my own dumb fault. Idiocy must run in the family. Dad, I hope
you’re not too ashamed when you find out.


A turbulent pocket of air rocked them, shaking her out of her
self-indulgent malaise. 


“Sheila,” Kat said, through gritted teeth. “Any chance you fixed
those main engines, love?”


No response from the AI. 


The console gave the AI Status as: BUSY.


“As if you can’t spare enough brain power for a single sentence,
you uptight bitch,” Kat said. 


“Rerouting power,” the AI said. “Main engine
in-atmosphere start sequence available. Do you wish to attempt to initiate?”


“Yes! Jesus Christ, yes. Now, now!”


Somehow, the AI had tapped the backup engine gimballing system and
routed the power from the motors to the turbines. They powered up, turning the
atmosphere engines. But the thrust increase was pathetic. 


They were at 40,000 meters and falling. Their horizontal airspeed
was a joke. They were still almost 10,000 km to the airstrip.


“What’s going on?” Kat shouted. “Give me more.”


“Ten percent of normal power achieved,” Sheila said. “Additional
power is not recommended.”


“Recommended?” Kat almost laughed but the word caught in her
throat. “Sheila, give me everything you’ve got, now, or everyone here dies.
Including you. You can do it slowly, if that will help.”


“Increasing to twenty percent of standard function,” Sheila
said, not giving her any shit, which was nice of her. Of it. “However, you
must be aware that the alternate power lines are not rated for this capacity.
It is likely the cables will overheat and burn out.”


“Can you cool them, somehow? If not, just cross your fingers.”
Their horizontal speed increased. Their rate of descent slowed. Kat ran the
numbers. “At this rate, we’re going to crash into the sea at three-hundred
meters per second, you must know that. Listen, Sheila, it doesn’t make a
difference if we hit the water, or the ground, at three hundred or at a
thousand meters per second. So you might as well give it all the power you can,
for as long as you can, and we’ll see what we can do. Alright?”


“Confirmed. Increasing power to turbines.”


The shuttle shook, hard, as the engines put new stresses on the
frame and the old girl was banged up pretty bad, judging from all the warning
messages. Internal depressurization, secondary system failures.


But the rate of descent slowed to non-suicidal levels. Their
forward air speed became useful and the shuttle was providing lift. 


Alright, Kat. Next problem.


“Sheila, we need somewhere to land. Can we make the outpost
airstrip?”


The AI was quiet for a few, long seconds. “It is possible.
However, the MT-64 mountain range is blocking the approach.”


Kat checked out the charts. “Going over the hills might be tricky
but if we cross here?” She drew on the screen with her finger. “There’s barely
any altitude. Then it’s a short hop to the airstrip. Piece of piss, right?
Might be tough getting over the bastards then descending at, what, fifteen
degrees down onto the plateau? I’ll have to flair at the end pretty drastically.
How are the retro rockets and chutes?”


“Both systems have sustained damage.”


Kat allowed herself the luxury of closing her eyes for just a
moment before she snapped them open again. She was about to shout at the AI but
it was just a dumb machine, not Sheila any more. Not really. And there’s no
point shouting at anyone unless you love them. 


“Alright, let’s find ourselves a nice valley to land in,” Kat
said. “We need one with a flat, smooth valley floor that has a very long, very
gentle upward slope that is free from any obstructions. We can’t have it strewn
with giant boulders. No rivers, if we can help it.”


“Very well. Working.” Sheila fell silent for a while and Kat
attempted to clear her mind. She reached into her chair arm’s locker and
readied her stimulants. Her stomach was twisted with hunger, thirst and fear.
She drank some water, sucked down a few tubes of glucose and salt dispensed by
her flight helmet and jammed a few stim pods into the suit delivery system on
her thigh.


If she was going to die on the landing, at least she would do so
refreshed and hydrated.


Out of the window, she saw the dark of the horizon turning to
sunlight. The night turning into day.


“Potential landing sites identified,” Sheila said. “Primary
site meets forty percent of pilot’s required criteria.”


“Forty percent on the idealness chart?” Kat said, surprised. “I’ll
take it.”


“We must begin our descent immediately. Please follow this
course. Would you like me to take control?”


“No,” Kat said. “No, I would not. Adjusting course now.”


It felt good to have the Lepus responding to her commands
once again, even if the thing was sluggish and falling to bits. 


The AI pinged her with a tone and a blinking yellow light on the
console, which was the AI equivalent of clearing one’s throat. “Would now be
a good time to mention that several of the passengers are injured and are in
need of immediate medical attention?”


“No, Sheila.”


“And two passengers appear to have expired.”


“Stop talking, Sheila and help me land this shuttle.”


 
















 


11.


 


“Stop this drip feed bullshit,” Ram said to Stirling and Tseng.
“Just tell it to me like it happened.”


Sergeant Stirling looked across the tent at the ensign, who nodded
his approval.


“There’s not much to tell, really, sir,” Stirling said, shrugging.
The others were silent, watching. “Like I said, they scraped up your remains
from the floor of the arena. Your face was ripped off and your skull was
fractured all over the place but your brain was okay. And they had that other
clone of you ready on the Victory. Then they did whatever they do. Dr.
Fo and his team. God only knows what but yeah, it wasn’t that long at all
before they had you awake and walking around.”


“What was I like?” Ram asked, his mouth dry. He licked his lips. 


Stirling glanced at a couple of the others, then shrugged again.
“Seemed normal. Like how you are now. Like how you were before. We didn’t
really know you before but we’d seen some of the training footage and, yeah,
you were normal.”


The Marines nodded in agreement.


“But they did stuff to you,” Harris said. 


“What stuff?” Ram asked. 


“You were done with being a fighter in the Orb,” Stirling said.
“Your mind had been transferred again and there’s always some degradation, so
they say. The bosses knew you’d never make the cut for the next combat, in
thirty years. Some other bastard will fight for us in Mission Five, right? So
why bother to bring you back at all?”


“Propaganda,” Cooper said. “Wasn’t it.”


“That’s part of it,” Stirling said. shrugging. “Probably. You
should have seen what they were saying about you on Earth.”


“They made a statue of you,” Flores said, grinning, her eyes
shining in the low light from across the tent. “In India. A hundred meters
high, in pure gold.”


“It wasn’t fucking pure gold, Flores,” Cooper said. “Pure gold would
buckle under the strain.”


“It’s a figure of speech!” Flores shouted. 


“No it isn’t,” Cooper snarled. “You’re so naive, it’s no wonder—”


“Quiet,” Stirling said, sighing. “Knock it off, kids. Yes,
propaganda. It makes UNOP look good that you not only won, that you survived.
In some fashion. But the bosses are too canny to give up a resource like you
just for marketing purposes. You’re a killer, sir. They made you that way from
birth, from before birth. Then they molded you into an even bigger one. They decided
to keep going. Director Zhukov and Dr. Fo didn’t want to just bring you back
like you were before, with minimal tech inside you so that you could get
through the Orb’s smokescreen. What was the point of limiting themselves, of
limiting you? They were free to go to town on you. They gave you those
manufactured eyes for improved visual acuity. Amplifiers and dampeners for your
ears, but we have those, that’s just standard. They also gave you extra organs
for backups, like a cluster of synthetic systems inside your rib cage that
kicks in when you need more oxygen, more glycogen, fatty acids, ketones,
whatever. The list goes on, I’m no expert but you got nano pumps for your
blood, and hormone producing organs, and God only knows what kind of chips and
sensors they put in your brain. And the story is that they tried to make you
love war.”


A cold knot writhed in his guts.


“Excuse me?”


Ensign Tseng was nodding. Exactly. This is exactly the problem.”


Stirling continued. “You know how much they love behavior modification.
They’ve tried it on all of us here, to some extent. With you, they felt you had
residual pacifistic tendencies.”


“That’s crazy,” Ram said. “I’ve never been a pacifist. Not at all.
Especially not for monstrous aliens.”


“Fucking A,” Harris said and pounded his gloved fist against
Cooper’s.


Ensign Tseng cleared his throat. “The psychological evaluations
said otherwise. Your empathy scored a touch too high to be suitable for
command. But your compassion quotient was far above the recommended range for
leadership roles, even for junior officers.”


Ram looked round at them. “I have too much compassion? That can’t
be true. Anyway, too much for what? I’m not in command.”


No one would meet his eye.


“What?” Ram said. “Come on, guys. Out with it, I said.”


“You joined the UNOP Marine Corp,” Stirling said. “You signed up.
Voluntarily. The scientists, they helped fast track you. They filled your brain
with memories and with knowledge. I don’t know how but they uploaded every
Marine text book on file, directly into your brain. Gave you memories they’d
taken from other officers, from veterans but stripped of personal detail. What
they do is, so they say, is they record the memories of people practicing
something then they process it and dump it into you, then your brain sorts it
out. They’ll record a novice Marine who is a good shot while they train him to
be a sniper. A year of training, maybe more, I don’t know, the whole time in
those training sessions they have some kind of brain scan net on his head. Then
they put it in you and hope that some of it sticks.” Stirling shrugged. “They
pumped you full of Marine juice, sir.”


“That’s why I know the details of this suit,” Ram said. “And how
to operate my weapons. But they hid it from me.”


Harris snorted. “Don’t get too excited about the tech. The
memories don’t stick. It doesn’t work.”


“It does work,” Cooper cried, pointing at Ram but talking to
Harris. “He’s proof it does.”


“Right, right,” Harris said. “It didn’t work on you, though, did
it. It didn’t work on the other one, that poor woman Sifa. It didn’t work on
the Lieutenant.”


Tseng raised his eyebrows. “I did not need it. And I was simply
assessed for the procedure and found to have an unsuitable brain, just as
Cooper and Fury and Stirling were. I know you feel left out, Harris, but don’t
make inaccurate statements.”


Harris held up his hands. “Alright, sir, alright. All I’m saying
is, it is experimental technology with a high failure rate, would that be fair
to say? And in Ram’s case, it messed up his brain, right?”


“No,” Stirling said. “Ignore him, sir, he thinks he’s smarter than
he is. You know that phrase a little knowledge is more dangerous than none? They
came up with that to describe Harris.”


“You keep calling me sir,” Ram said, feeling increasingly
dislocated. “That’s just a courtesy, right? Like you said. I mean, I’m not…”


Stirling nodded. “While they were filling your head with the text
books, with the memories and the skills, they put you into training with us.
Drilling on the ship. Avar combat missions. You were bloody brilliant, sir,
frankly. No one could deny it. Didn’t take long for them to put you through
officer training school.”


“Why in the hell would they do that?”


“Ha.” Tseng said but did not elaborate.


“Despite what some tests said about your abundance of compassion,
you had an aptitude for leadership,” Stirling said, glancing at the ensign.
“From your years leading a pro Avar co-operative.”


Flores spoke up. “And they said it’s in your genes.”


“Leaders just start leading,” Stirling said. “When you’re in a
group with a flat hierarchy, if you’re a leader then people look to you. That’s
what happened to you.” 


Tseng laughed, briefly. “It was a publicity stunt. I’m sorry,
Seti, but that’s all it was. I’m not saying you were a bad Marine but they
wanted to make you an officer because they could sell that better to people on
Earth and in the colonies. I was in a meeting when they were discussing it.
Director Zhukov said to Cassidy that if they used your image and your story
properly, they’d never struggle to recruit Marines for the military buildup.
Anyway, you’re not on active duty anymore, so it’s a moot point.”


“They put me through officer training but I didn’t make the cut?”
Ram asked.


“You were commissioned as an officer,” Stirling said, throwing a
glance at Tseng. “And you were integrated into the command structure as an
ensign and acting as a second lieutenant.”


Ram rubbed his face, half-smiling to himself. 


I’m a real-life space marine. 


“Okay, so at what point did I go insane?” Ram asked. Again, the
others in the tent avoided meeting his searching gaze. “What did I do?”


“You seemed normal,” Flores said. “As far as anyone could tell.”


“Do you remember a man called Bediako?” Stirling asked. 


Ram frowned. “Oh, yeah. Shit, yeah. He was the instructor in the
ludus, on the Victory. Before the Orb. How could I have forgotten about
him? I never liked that guy. What happened to him?”


“You killed him.”


 Ram nodded. “Right.” He closed his eyes. “Right, okay.”


Tseng cleared his throat. “You remember it?”


“No. Not at all. But it makes sense, I mean, I feel like I could
have killed him back when he was training me because the man was an absolutely
miserable son of a bitch. What happened?”


“You seemed fine, as far as any of us could tell. Maybe a little
distracted. On edge, sometimes. But after you did what you did, they told us
you were suffering from psychological trauma that went pretty much undetected
for a while. And you and Bediako kept clashing for months before the murder. He
didn’t like that you joined the Marines, I think. We didn’t want him, you see.
He was too old, too slow, too angry.”


“Yeah,” Harris said, “he was always trolling you. Needling you.
And you snapped and you stomped his head flat.”


“Could have happened to anyone,” Cooper said.


“Seems to me that you were never welcome as far as Cassidy was
concerned,” Stirling said. “Just like the rest of us.”


Tseng scoffed. “Now who is being paranoid?”


“I mean it,” Stirling said. “We were all taken off duty, court-martialed,
just because we never fell for Captain Cassidy’s bullshit. Nor Sergeant Major
Gruger’s. You most of all, Lieutenant Tseng. You know you were driven out
because you saw Cassidy for what he is, you did nothing wrong. Barely, anyway,
sir. Same as the rest of these guys.”


“Not same as me,” Fury said, awake now and leaning on one elbow.
“I really was stealing shit from Cassidy’s quarters.” She lay back down again
and closed her eyes. “And I don’t regret it for a moment.”


Cooper and Harris laughed. 


Ram looked round at all six of them. “Cassidy told me you were all
crazy or incompetent.”


“No more than the rest of the bastards back there,” Harris aid. 
“Walking around on patrol with their rifles in hand while we’re given spades
and boxes to carry.”


“You screwed with Cassidy and you ended up removed from duty,”
Stirling said. “Same as all of us.”


“What did you do, Sarge?” Harris asked.


“Never you mind about me, sunshine,” Stirling said. 


“But I’m a murderer?” Ram said. “I really did it.” 


“That rather depends how you look at it,” Tseng said. “Legally,
no. It was recorded as an accidental death in training. And in moral terms,
some people say that the person you were when you did it, is now gone. The
memories destroyed. The man you are now is innocent.”


“But you don’t believe that, do you, Ensign Tseng,” Ram said.
“That’s why you turned us in.”


For a moment, the only sound was the faint whistling of the wind
on the outside of the tent. A patter of light rain gusted against the roof and died
away.


The ensign licked his lips, eyes sliding between the people
inside. “I see your paranoia was not wiped away. This is what I feared. Your
underlying condition was never addressed, clearly.”


“What condition?” Ram didn’t feel like he was paranoid but then
again, a psychotic person doesn’t know that they are mad. “Why did you look
guilty when I caught you watching your wrist screen for our pursuers?”


Tseng scoffed. “Because I didn’t look guilty. Your insanity is
warping your mind. You have a disturbed view of reality. In fact, I doubt you
know what reality is any more.”


“Maybe,” Ram said. “I’m willing to accept that. Do you have a
geolocator on you, additional to the ones in your suit that Harris redirected?”


Tseng laughed, shaking his head. “I’m not going to entertain this.
Have you taken your tablets this evening? When they said they were assigning
you to my team, they told me you would be issued with anti-psychotics mixed in
with your nutrients and anabolics and so on and you were supposed to be conditioned
with the urge to take them.”


Conditioned to take drugs. I’m chaining myself to the powers that
be. I’m as dumb as one of Pavlov’s dumb mutts. 


“I took them.”


“Good, well, hopefully they will start to work soon.”


“Hopefully.”


“Alright then,” Tseng said. “I hope we can all get back to sleep
now. Assuming the wheelhunters do not attack in the night, we have a long day
tomorrow, with an infiltration and possibly a fighting withdrawal. Get some
rest while you can.”


“Yeah and we can end the war in the morning,” Cooper said,
grinning. “As long as we kill the hive queen.”


Everyone groaned. Harris and Flores threw balled up food packets
at him while Cooper chuckled to himself.


Ram crawled back to his spot across the tent. Flores stared at
him, her eyes wide and serious. He smiled at her and she gave him a brief,
half-fake smile in return.


The other members of the Spaz Squad, the Tard Team, all had their
own psychological problems and they had all been taken off active duty in one
way or another, for one reason or another. It suddenly made perfect sense that
Captain Cassidy had assigned him to them. Ram was insane. In fact, it was worse
than that.


I’m a murderer.


He was also certain that Ensign Tseng was lying. The sneaky
bastard was working against them, no matter what lies he spouted or how much he
discredited Ram’s opinion.


Ram hoped that he would not have to kill someone again. But he
knew that he would if he had to.


I’m a space marine. I’m a murderer. I’m a killer. 


 


***


 


The night proved uneventful. At least, no wheelers attacked and no
Marines arrested them. The Tard Team broke camp well before dawn, in efficient,
military fashion. The rain had stopped but the world was glistening and slick
with moisture.


Ram had slept fitfully, with endless dreams where he fought giants
as big as elephants or bigger. Dreams where he fought Bediako. Dreams of Milena
begging him to help her. Nightmares where his own guts got ripped from his body
and he felt himself treading on them as he walked up mountains, heading for the
enemy. 


“You alright, sir?” Flores asked as the ETATs rolled out, heading
up the valley toward the alien’s lava tube hideouts. She had climbed in the
back with him when they packed up. When she’d done it, he had thought that she
had taken a liking to him, maybe because they had slept beside each other. He
was relieved to realize that she was merely worried about him.


“I’m okay, Flores,” he said. “Was I talking in my sleep or
something?”


“Kind of moaning a bit,” she said. “Had the comms off so I
wouldn’t have noticed but you thrashed into me a couple of times. Thought the
wheelers had come for us but then I tuned in and you were groaning and
muttering.”


“Oh man, I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you?”


She laughed. “Your arm weighs about thirty kilos but don’t worry
about it, sir. I’m tough as MozTek.”


“Good to know. Still, sorry.” He looked at the sky growing light
on the lumpy horizon. “I think we’ll see combat today, Private. Are you sure
you want to do this?”


“Do you know why I was taken off active duty, sir?” She raised an
eyebrow, peering up at him as they bounced along. 


“Not sure if anyone told me,” Ram said. “As long as you’re here,
and you want to be, that’s alright with me.”


“I appreciate that, sir. But I don’t mind telling you about it.
You used to know, before they… you know.” She mimed pointing a pistol at her
head with her finger and thumb. The black, armored glove of her suit looked
remarkably pistol-like. “My great-uncle is Admiral Goto Howe. On my mom’s side.
My dad’s family is in business, in construction. In spaceship construction. We
have one dockyard orbiting Earth, another around the Moon and a new one around
Mars.”


“Holy shit, Flores. That’s some pedigree.”


She nodded, miserable. “You can imagine the shit I got when I
joined the Marines. As a private. Both sides of my family tried to get me to do
something else, anything else. Go to flight school. Take a commission. Trainee
management position anywhere in the system. You name it.”


“Why didn’t you?”


“Just wanted to do this. Don’t want to fly space fighters or
command warships. Working in construction sounds like the worst job ever. It’s
all programming or administration or people management. My family never
understood that I just wanted to do this. You know, sir?”


Ram nodded, thinking about growing up in Avar, his parents
hassling him to take up sports and go to school. “I know.”


“It was alright when I joined. I graduated top of my class. Still
had to fight to get on Mission Four. My family laid into me again, telling me
I’d never see any action, never get a chance to be promoted, that it was just a
security job on a transport ship. Still, I wanted to be part of history and I
thought we might have to fight. Might have to board a wheelhunter ship, fight
to take it over in close quarters.”


“And you wanted that?” Ram shuddered, thinking about the attack on
the outpost and imagining facing the same thing only being as small as Flores.
“I think you found your calling.”


“Yeah. Then the others found out about my family. I’d never hid
it, exactly, but it’s not something you want to shout about. My great-uncle is
one of the most senior military commanders in UNOP. Probably wouldn’t go down
well. But I didn’t know how much they’d give me shit for it. It was constant. I
only graduated top because they’d fixed it for me. I was only on the mission
because they fixed it for me. I was too young and too small to be here
otherwise. And, I guess they were right.”


“Why were they right?”


“Because they were. My performance wasn’t up to the standard,
started to slip. Started to screw up. And I wasn’t up to it, mentally. I just
cracked, that’s all. Just lost it. I was weak.” She pressed her lips together,
took a deep breath through her nose. She smiled as she exhaled. “But when the
wheelhunters attacked the outpost? I felt good. I felt like I’d proved myself.
Tried talking to the guys in my old team and they told me to get lost. Told me
I’d have been killed if you weren’t there to save me. So, I decided. Screw
them. Screw all of them. I’ll do this mission and I’ll be a hero or maybe I’ll
die. But at least I did it. You know, sir?”


“Please don’t die, Flores,” Ram said. “I’m sorry you got so much
shit but try not to let it get you. You don’t have anything to prove to me.
You’re a Marine and you’re here. Don’t be a hero. Just provide accurate fire
support and, if we need you to, blow stuff up with your explosives. You
understand?”


“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


The ETATs bounced on. It would take them another couple of hours
before they were in the valley with the lava tube entrances. But everyone was
ready. Weapons were clutched in hand, heads scanned left and right. The drivers
increased the distance between the two vehicles.


The sun climbed above the horizon, illuminating the peaks and
casting the gorges in impenetrable shadow. The rocks were dark grey but much of
the landscape glittered with moisture and the flecks of silica embedded within
the cracked basalts and granite.


“Looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day today,” Ram said on
the general channel.


“That might work in our favor,” Tseng said. “Obviously, their
physiology remains largely unknown but it is hypothesized that the wheelers
might not like the sunlight. One reason for their sensory nodules being focused
on infrared and electrical signals might be that their world is covered in
volcanic smoke or that they have a thick atmosphere that blocks light in the
visual and ultraviolet range. Perhaps they will be semi-blinded by daylight.”


“They’ll have day vision goggles,” Corporal Fury said. “Or whatever they need.
Sir.”


“I spoke to the scientists when I delivered that fresh wheeler
corpse,” Ram said. “They weren’t sure if a world without that much sunlight
hitting the surface would have enough energy to sustain a biomass significant
enough to support such large—”


“What the hell is that?” Fury said, her voice rising in volume as
she spoke. 


Everyone swiveled their heads and bodies to the direction she was
looking. Toward the dark portion of the sky, opposite the sunset. 


“I don’t see anything,” Harris said. “What is it?”


Ram could see it. 


Along with Fury, the sniper, Ram had the best eyes in the team.
Vision enhanced with superior lenses and denser cones, enhanced data carrying
capacity along the optic nerve cables and superior data calculation in his
visual cortex.


He didn’t know what it was but he could see something in the sky.
Movement that did not match the drifting wisps of dark cloud, or the reflected
glint of sunrise, or the odd sparkle from a bright star near the horizon.
Difficult to focus on it. The thing was gone, then he got it again. 


It was getting bigger.


“Incoming!” Ram shouted. “Scramble.”


Stirling and a couple of others took up the cry as the ETATs
slowed and each of the passengers leaped to the back ground. Harris and Cooper,
driving the two vehicles, accelerated away from each other, off the axis of the
previous driving location. 


The Marines scattered. Ram, encumbered by his huge primary weapon,
still ran like a madman. He was far too big to ever be graceful, to ever be a sprinter
or a long-distance runner. But he was still human-shaped and humans were the
best runners that the universe had ever created. Even encased by the EVA suit,
it must have been this way back on the savanna, when his human ancestors fled
from a lion or a rhinoceros. Only now he was fleeing on an alien planet, trying
to outrun a human-seeking alien missile or an alien ground attack aircraft on a
strafing run. 


Ram held on tight to his weapon and glanced up to the incoming
object. Rather, where he expected it to be.


It was not there. He visually acquired it half a second later. It
was not heading right for them. In fact, it was almost as though it had not
even seen them and it was thundering through the sky on an entirely different
course. A course that would take the object further north.


Sliding to a stop in the black scree, Ram looked up and found his
eyes snapping into focus, automatically enlarging and enhancing his sight.


It left a trail behind it as it approached them at an oblique
angle. It was a stocky aircraft, that was for sure. The craft rolled as it
plummeted toward the earth, and the sun reflected off the rear fin and the
wings. 


“It’s going to miss us,” Ram said on the general channel. “Return
to course departure point.”


“What the hell is it, sir?” Cooper shouted.


“It’s our shuttle,” Ram said. “It’s the shuttle from the Victory.”


“What’s it doing?” Ensign Tseng asked. “This is roughly the
shuttle’s take off direction. Where is it going to be landing?”


“It won’t be landing,” Ram said, watching it closely. “It’s going
to crash.”


They were halfway back to the vehicles when the shuttle thundered
overhead, trailing smoke and debris. It seemed insanely low. A hundred meters,
perhaps, and descending rapidly. It went scooting over the tops of the jagged
tops of the shadowed valley sides, the undercarriage flat and level as if the
nose was straining to come up, the landing gear all the way down. The morning
air rippled behind it.


“Come on,” Ram shouted as the ETATs took off in pursuit, following
the trail of particles curling and swirling out of the back.


“No way they’ll land that,” Cooper shouted, his voice shaking as
the vehicles bounced along the slopes. “Coming in way too steep.”


“Listen to the pilot over there,” Harris said. 


“We’re racing to a crash site,” Cooper countered. “This is a
distraction from the mission.”


“Hey,” Stirling said. “We’re out here to rescue civilians, aren’t
we?”


“Sarge,” Cooper acknowledged.


“There’s no way the wheelers missed this,” Tseng said. “All they
have to do is follow the heat signature all the way to the crash site.”


“You think we’ll get company, sir?” Stirling asked. “I assume that
when we get to the wreck, we’ll set up a perimeter, sir?”


“That’s right, Sergeant.”


As they crested the final hill, Ram was amazed to see the shuttle
rolling to a violent stop up against the side of the valley, tilted on its
side. One wing scraped against the rocks and the front landing wheels were
twisted and broken. The nose smashed into the jagged black cliffs, shedding
broken pieces of hull shielding. Smoke billowed from the rear and from holes in
the side.


“They made it!” he shouted. “Look at that, they made it.”


Picking their way over the brow, the ETATs bounded down toward the
smoking vessel. 


“Hold on,” Harris kept saying. Cooper, too. 


The huge shuttle juddered on the landing gear, the wheels rolling
back half a turn before they collapsed further, the strut buckling. Before the
ETATs reached the shuttle across the valley, the rear cargo ramp opened. Then
the side door opened and civilians staggered out of both exits in twos and
threes, supporting each other as they moved away from the shuttle. 


 “Set up there,” Tseng shouted, “and over there.” Pointing out the
locations for the team on the AugHud while he went on himself to the shuttle with
the ETATs. 


Ram was given a location by a smooth boulder twice as tall as he
was. Instead of taking his position, he stayed on the ETAT as it bounced across
a wide, shallow stream. 


“Get to your position,” Tseng shouted at Ram. “Cover the
perimeter, you idiot.”


“Am I in the Marine Corps, Ensign Tseng?” Ram said.


“What?” Tseng said, perhaps sensing the trap.


“I said, am I in the UNOP Marine Corps?” Ram said. “If I am, then
I’m a Lieutenant, right, Ensign? If I’m not, then I don’t have to answer to
you, either, right?”


The Ensign did not respond. 


“Flores,” Ram said, “can you relocate fifty meters southwest to
cover my area?”


“Yes, sir,” she said, sounding miserable. She would be concerned
at having another officer giving orders. No doubt it was unnerving to have a
confusing command structure.


Ram would have to get rid of Ensign Tseng. 


“Who is in command, here?” Tseng was calling, broadcasting on all
channels directing at the shuttle. 


“I am,” a man said, striding forward from the shuttle with a limp.
“I am Dr. Ahmar, the Head of Planetary Science. How did you manage to get here
so quickly? This is not the Victoria Planitia. We are in the Bellum Montes, no?
That damned fool of a pilot. She’s not only crashed the bloody shuttle, she’s
taken us kilometers off course. I’ll have her court-martialed for this, you see
if I don’t.”


“Where is the pilot, sir?” Ensign Tseng asked, with far more
professionalism than Ram could have mustered in that moment.


“Probably still lounging about in the cockpit,” Dr. Ahmar said, waving
his hand behind him as he walked. “The main thing is that we get away from the
shuttle, for the time being.”


“Very well, sir,” Tseng said. “Everyone, come this way. Keep
moving to our vehicles, please. This way, sir. This way, ma’am.”


“Is anyone else left onboard?” Ram asked. 


The shuttle was riddled with holes and cracks, leaking vapor and
fluid.


“Few injuries,” Dr. Ahmar said. “Few deaths. The older ones, you
know. No time, though. Must think of the mission. Oh, it’s you. What the devil
are you doing here?”


Ram ignored the man and hurried to the shuttle and climbed the
side steps into the section between the cockpit and the passenger compartment.
“Hello?” he shouted, broadcasting. “Anyone in here? Anyone need help?” 


Smoke or dust swirled inside and it was dark. His enhanced eyes
compensated for the gloom.


“In here.” A woman’s voice. His AugHud indicated the direction of
her voice and he turned into the passenger compartment, where bodies moved in
the darkness. Name tags floated over them.


“Lieutenant Xenakis?” Ram said to the form bent over someone
laying in the aisle between the rows of seats.


The name over the body was one he recognized. Dr. Fo.


“Is he dead?” Ram asked the Lieutenant, who was the shuttle pilot.


“Nah,” the Lieutenant said, “scrawny old bastard’s tougher than he
looks. Banged up pretty good though. Grab him, will you? Get him out of here.”


Ram picked up Fo, who weighed almost nothing, and carried him out
of the shuttle. “Who else needs evacuating?”


“One wounded, Angela Kaaluyu. Come back and get her after. Three
dead.”


Ram stepped back out into the morning sunlight, his eyes adjusting
to the glare and the chatter on the comms system. The civilians were gathered
in a tight group around Ensign Tseng down by the stream.


“Movement,” Corporal Fury said. She painted the location on the AugHud. “Enemy activity
detected.”


“Prepare to fall back,” Ensign Tseng said. “We’ll load the
civilians into the ETATs and head back to the outpost. Bring the vehicles up,
make ready to provide cover for them.”


Ram placed the unconscious Dr. Fo onto the ground outside the
shuttle. He scanned the cluster of civilians for medical skills and dragged the
nearest designated first aider over to the wounded man. 


“Why aren’t you administering first aid to the wounded already?”
Ram said to her as he positioned by Fo. “Do your duty and look after this man.
He is your responsibility, do you understand?”


Ram climbed the stairs again, paused in the doorway and looked out
at the approaching enemy. No one in sight, so far, but the sentry drones were
showing wheeler comms chatter and infrared signatures matching the alien movements.



“Stirling?” Ram sent a needlecast to the sergeant. “Tseng ordered
a withdrawal back to the outpost. Premature, no? We could stand and fight. Push
on through to save the others.”


Sergeant Stirling sent a private needlecast right back at Ram. “We
might be disobeying the Captain but this team is commanded by Ensign Tseng.
That being said, sir, I do agree with you. I’ll do what I can.”


The pilot shouted at him from inside. “You bloody playing with
yourself or something, Seti? I’ve got wounded here.”


He picked up the injured woman to take her down to the ground. The
pilot had tagged injury information to the woman’s name. It now read: Angela
Kaaluyu. x2 broken legs? EVA suit intact. Lost consciousness 2143 Ship Time.
500mg oxyfenac via suit 2141.


“You’re very conscientious, Lieutenant Xenakis” Ram said to the
pilot as she dived back into the cockpit.


She turned, hand braced on the door frame. “Out of all the
bullshit military regulations, the emergency procedures make the most sense.
And I told you before, Ram. Call me Kat, alright?”


“How’s the shuttle, Kat?” he asked. 


“Trying to find out,” she said. “But it doesn’t look too bad,
considering.”


He left Angela Kaaluyu next to Dr. Fo and spoke to the ensign on
the team open comms channel. “We’re going to hold them off here, sir?” Ram
asked Tseng.


“You deaf, Seti?” Tseng said. “We’re pulling back. We need to get
these people to the outpost.”


“What about the others?” Ram said. “Our people that the wheelers
are holding. We’ll never get another chance to save them.”


“Our priorities have changed,” Tseng said. “We now have
twenty-four VIPs requiring extraction. A simple cost-benefit assessment will
provide you with a logical conclusion.”


“Doesn’t look like many wheelers coming, does it?” Ram said.
“Fury, can you see any aliens yet?”


“Yes, sir,” Fury said from her elevated position. “Check out my
scope feed.”


Ram pulled the image from Fury’s rifle optics and blew it up to
fill half his vision. It showed eight wheelers advancing in their
spider-configuration, in two clusters. According to the range finder, they were
still 2 km away.


“Only eight of them?” Ram said. “No sign of more?”


“That’s right,” Fury said. “I can start tapping them now, sir?”


“Negative,” Tseng said. “Hold your sniping, do not give away your
position. Their reinforcements are a lot closer than ours are. We are
abandoning this position, immediately. Get the wounded in the—”


“No you bloody well don’t.” The pilot, Kat, leaned out of her
shuttle side door. “You’re not seriously talking about leaving the shuttle
undefended, are you?”


Ram and the other Marines waited, wondering what Tseng would do.
Initially, he made a tight sound like he was being strangled. Then he cleared
his throat and answered on all channels, so that the civilians could hear him
also. “The UNOP Marines chain of command supersedes that of the Ship officers
when planetside and in a designated warzone. As these conditions are met, I am
the ranking officer here and my orders are that we withdraw. When we do so,
please be assured that we will contact the outpost and request ground and air
support as we come in.”


“You don’t understand, Ensign,” the pilot said. “We have to
protect this shuttle. No matter what.”


“I’m sure you are responsible for this thing but we have to
remember the big picture, we have to look after our people first, Lieutenant,”
Tseng said. “Our strength is in our personnel and we have—”


“Wrong, Lieutenant,” Xenakis said. “We need to save this shuttle
so we can get a message to Admiral Howe in the Stalwart Sentinel.”


“Send a broadcast,” Tseng said. “If your shuttle comms is down,
the outpost will get their system operational soon, if they haven’t already.”


“The wheeler ship is in orbit. It is blocking transmissions. It
was destroying our satellites, if it hasn’t destroyed them all by now.”


Ram looked at the others. They were hesitating, just like he was.


“The Victory?” Ram said.


“Destroyed.” The pilot put her hands on her hips and stared down
at them all. “This shuttle might be the one chance we have to save the Sentinel.
If the incoming ships are taken out like the Victory, this outpost will
not survive. I am not abandoning this vessel and if you have any sense you will
do everything you can to help me.”


They looked at each other, the Marines were unsure. 


“What about the rest of the crew?” Tseng said, his voice flat.
“Did they evacuate?”


“Doesn’t seem like it, I’m sorry,” Kat said. “I was ordered to get
these VIPs out. If I had to guess, I’d say they didn’t make it to the escape
capsules. If they did, the wheelers probably shot them down. The fight didn’t
last very long and we were running on alternative power after their beam
weapons knocked us out. We’ve been dosing with antiradiation meds all the way
down. Now we need to tell the Sentinel about the beam weapon before they
fall to it, too.”


“How?” Tseng said. “How could this happen? They’re idiots. I mean,
they’re useless on the ground. They outnumbered us on the ground, they had armored
vehicles and mounted weapons. And they still couldn’t overrun the outpost. How
could they possibly destroy the Victory?”


It wasn’t clear if he was being purely rhetorical but Kat answered
him anyway. “Who knows, Ensign. I suppose they’re used to fighting in space but
not on the ground? Anyway, the Sentinel is in danger. If the Sentinel
falls, I doubt the Ashoka and the Genghis can stand when they
arrive later. We’ll be without orbital support, the wheelers here will be
reinforced, and the outpost will be destroyed. Game over all of us and for
humanity in this system, for years, anyway.”


“Alright,” Ram said. “Let’s go take out those wheelers. Right,
Ensign? We should take them out further up the valley, sir?”


Ram expected the man to equivocate and hesitate. Instead, he
appeared decided. Tseng looked up the valley. “If they bring the jamming
technology, we’ll lose comms before they get within five-hundred meters and
AugHud soon after. We’ll have to use our signal lights and stay in visual
contact. Stirling, I want you to take Flores and Cooper into the rough ground
and push up through the side of the valley. When they’ve engaged with us,
attack their flank. I’d like to take them all out but do not pursue.”


“Sir.” Stirling said. “Flank them. Don’t pursue if they pull out.”


“And don’t get cut off,” Tseng said. “If they are reinforced, fall
back to here. I’ll have the civilians ready to retreat to the outpost and we’ll
hold off the wheelers at the shuttle. Remember, they’re tactically
straightforward, they only seem to attack in straight lines. Doesn’t mean they
will this time. Despite what the pilot says, this isn’t a critical position.
Alright, carry on, Sergeant.”


“Yes, sir.” Stirling said. “Flores, Cooper. Ammo up and come with
me. You understand the objective?”


“Kill, Sarge,” Cooper said.


Flores was already at the rear of an ETAT, strapping extra
magazines onto her webbing. “Kill, Sergeant Stirling.” 


They jogged away, boots splashing across the streams, heading for
the cover in the fallen boulders and cracked rocks from the jagged side of the
valley. Ram wanted the chance to outflank with them. That would be where the
action was. But he was too big to hide well and he was too slow and his mass
ruined his stamina.


“Rest of you,” Tseng said. “We’ll push up, quickly. They’re almost
in range. Lieutenant Xenakis, if I give you the signal to fall back, please
ensure the civilians retreat to the outpost. But not before.”


“They’d be better off in my shuttle,” the pilot, Kat, said. “She’s
banged up but she can take a hit from those weak as piss wheeler pop guns, no
problem.”


Ram hustled forward, looking for a good position for his large
caliber assault rifle. He would have to be the key for the fire team. Tseng had
his sidearm. Corporal Fury would pick the wheelers off with her gigantic sniper rifle.
Harris was the only other one who would put down automatic fire.


Ram jogged a few steps before his comms system failed. Tseng and
Kat were arguing behind him, Fury moved out to the raised ground to find an
elevated forward position, while Harris kicked his way up the snaking streams.


The wheelers crept into view. Their black-clad forms stalking
obliquely across the top of the narrow valley, visible only because they moved.
Revulsion flooded through him. The aliens turned his stomach. The way their
legs flexed, rising and falling, creeping forward like enormous spiders made
his guts sour and his skin sweat. The urge to open up on them immediately was
almost overwhelming and he crouched against the nearest boulder that was bigger
than he was, aimed down his optics, changed the fire mode from safe to burst
and put his finger on the trigger.


Somehow, he resisted pushing the button.


They wanted the wheelers to get close, to give Stirling’s fire
team a chance to attack them on the flank. As Ram looked that way, tracking
their progress through the jagged rocks, his AugHud blinked off and on again,
the wheeler’s interference building rapidly until it was so disrupted that Ram
switched it off anyway so that it would not distract him.


Since pulling it on, his EVA armor had rarely felt like it
restricted him or blocked him off from the world. If anything, it enhanced him.
It linked him to the people in his team and those beyond and to the constant
stream of data about air temperature, humidity, time of day, his own biometric
data and that of the other Marines. Without all that data streaming in, he felt
panicked. Alone. 


Harris was in sight on one side. Tseng crept up on the other. Fury
was somewhere beyond Tseng but they were all in sight of one other. Ram relaxed
a little, listening to the sound of his own breathing and the beating of his
heart in his ears while the eight aliens crept closer.


Ram gripped his custom assault rifle tight. Checked the large drum
magazine was feeding correctly. Scanned the approach with his optics. The floor
of the valley was littered with rubble and boulders that had tumbled from the
sides or rolled from the top, some of the rocks were huge, five meters high and
more. 


He waited. Water seeped round the rocks under his knees. The rocks
were strangely oily and porous, leaving some kind of slick residue on his
gloves, on his suit. Under his boot, there was a dark red, spongy substance. It
took him a moment to work out he was kneeling in some native Arcadian life.
Unless it was part of the biologists’ plan to seed the planet with Earth
bacteria. How would Ram even know? Slime was slime. He reached down to touch
the stuff, prodded it with the tip of his finger.


A weapon blast echoed through the valley. Ram looked up at the
wheelers charging down the slope toward his position.


It was Corporal Fury, shooting her sniper rifle. The shot slammed into one of the
wheelers, folding them over with the impact. Her next shot echoed around as
Harris opened fire with his rifle. The aliens wheeled away, looking for cover
and not even returning fire. 


Ram braced himself against the boulder beside him and snapped off
a burst at the nearest wheeler as it flipped fully upright and accelerated away
back up the slope. His first couple of bursts missed but he recovered in time
to wing it, maybe, before it disappeared from view. 


He had an urge to get up and charge at them but it was his job to
just hold them down, hold them in position. The XRS-Handspear felt perfect in
his hands, the recoil and vibration were familiar. Fury’s huge rifle kept up a
good rate of fire, single shots blowing chunks of rock into the air with every
round.


In the outpost attack, the aliens had used their pistol weapons
and had supporting fire from some sort of mortar and direct fire high caliber
weapons on their Wildcat tanks. But Ram couldn’t tell if the wheelers were
shooting back at them at all. 


A hand smacked him on the shoulder and Ram whipped an arm round,
smacking into his attacker. Ensign Tseng fell sprawling onto his face. 


Ram helped him up, apologizing. 


“Are you deaf?” Tseng shouted as he got to his feet. “I was
shouting your name, you idiot.”


“I think the jammed comms system works best at close range when
you’re looking at each other.”


Tseng’s eyes were wide as dinner plates. “Save your excuses, Seti.
They’re pulling back already. They’re just running. We’re going to pursue,
alright. You stay here and cover us. I’m getting Harris, we’ll go get the ETATs
and pick you and Fury up and then the other team. We’ll follow these morons
back to their HQ.”


“Alright,” Ram said but the ensign was already running over to
Harris’ position. Both men ran, fast, down the stream to the shuttle. 


It didn’t take them long to come racing back up the valley to
collect everyone and start chasing the retreating wheelers. 


“As much as I want to rescue our people,” Ram said from the back
of his ETAT, “don’t you think it’s possible they’re just trying to draw us in?”


“Of course they could be,” Tseng said. “But it’s worth the risk nevertheless.
It is my belief that the wheelhunters have demonstrated themselves to be
incompetent at ground warfare. Again and again. I doubt them capable of setting
an ambush or it even occurring to them. All the same, keep your eyes peeled.”


“They’re not close enough to disrupt the AugHuds anymore,” Cooper
said. 


“Don’t depend on that,” Stirling said. “They could turn that off,
whatever it is.”


“Yeah,” Harris said. “Obviously.”


“What are the VIPs going to do?” Ram asked Tseng. 


“When we collected the ETATs, Kat Xenakis was arguing with the
scientists. They wanted to leave on foot and she was ordering them to stay and
help her repair the shuttle.”


Ram nodded. “What did you say to them?”


The wall of hills rose up quite suddenly over a final rise and
they faced another jagged, sloping cliff with tumbles of broken rocks sheared
off, all glistening and slick with clear water, so the black was shining where
it reflected the high, bright sun.


“We’ll stop here,” Tseng said. “Right up behind there.” They
stopped tight against an overhang and unloaded their gear while they turned the
ETATs around to face them downhill, ready to escape back to the shuttle. “Our
map shows an entrance to the lava tube sixty-eight meters along this cliff
face. The hostages’ location signals corresponded with this area in the brief
time they were broadcast. We are in the right place.”


The team nodded, flexing their limbs, warming their muscles and
sipping water and gluco-nutrient gels inside their helmets while they listened.
Tseng continued, looking at each of them in turn.


“We’ll attempt to avoid detection and will only engage the enemy
when we are first engaged but we don’t expect the infiltration phase to last
long. We’ll be entering an enclosed space and engaging in close quarters combat.
Fury, find a position to cover our approach and the ETATs. Stirling, you’ll take
Flores and Cooper up to the entrance. Me, Seti and Harris will advance, bounce
around you and proceed inside. Our priority is locating and extracting
prisoners. Stirling, your team will secure the exit and retain visual contact
with Fury unless you need to support me and my team. Ideally, we would have
someone at the tube entrance but I leave it up to you. Everyone understand?”


Ram watched everyone nodding their heads. He had to admit to
himself that Ensign Tseng wasn’t completely incompetent. Still, there was that
nagging feeling that Tseng was not being completely honest with them.


“Alright, good,” Tseng continued. “Listen, we all knew this
mission would be a long shot. I didn’t expect us to get this far but now we’re
here, we do have a chance of performing a rescue. I do believe the wheelhunters
we’re facing are not effective warriors. Perhaps they’re not real soldiers.
Perhaps they’re scientists with guns. Or a militia or something. Or war in
their culture is simply not performed effectively. But we need to be aware of
two things. They are physically superior to all of us. Except Mr. Seti, of
course. Do not stand and engage with them. Secondly, we’re entering an unknown
situation. Realistically, it is unlikely we will locate the prisoners or be
able to extract them if we do. Even in the best circumstances, hostage rescues
result in more negative outcomes than any other mission type. Just the fact
that we are here is a credit to the moral character of each of us. Whatever
happens, I expect we will give the enemy a bloody nose and then we will be
retreating rapidly and under fire. Any questions?”


Ram raised a hand. “Can I have a private word, Ensign Tseng?”


The man looked annoyed but he waved Ram to him and walked a few
paces away, switching comms to a private needlecast.


“Something wrong, Seti?” Tseng said. “Having second thoughts?”


“I’m going in there and I’m going to kill as many of those
disgusting animals as I can,” Ram said. “But you have to know this is crazy.
You were against this from the start but you went along with it, for some
reason. And now you’re gunning for it, like a madman. You want this. Why?”


“I’m a professional. Like I already said, I knew this was unlikely
to be successful. I thought we would be running home before now. But we’re here.
And the wheelhunters are cowards. I think we can do this. But we’re exposed
here, we have to hurry.”


Tseng turned to go.


Ram grabbed him by the arm. 


The ensign yanked back but he was as weak as a baby compared to
Ram. The man’s head came up to Ram’s chest. There was no chance that he would
escape. 


But he was fast. With his free hand he drew his sidearm, twisted
away and brought it to bear on Ram’s face. 


Ram was slow compared to the Marines. They weren’t engineered from
birth like he was but they were physically enhanced through in vivo gene
editing and surgical improvements so Ram’s reaction time advantages over a
vanilla human was largely negated. His new body was lighter than his last one,
but Ram’s arms had so much more mass than was necessary. But he did have reach
in his favor. He grabbed Tseng’s wrist, twisted the weapon from his grasp and
clamped on to his forearm, giving the man a hard shake for good measure.


“Take your hands off me. Now. I’ll have you court martialed.”
Tseng spoke with force but there was an edge of fear in his voice and his eyes
were white all the way round.


I’m a murderer.


“You sold us out,” Ram said and Tseng’s face twitched, in shock or
anger or something. What was most telling was that he covered it up, tried to
hide it. Ram switched to an all-team broadcast. “You sold us out, didn’t you.
When did you give us away? Had to be before we left, right?” Ram shook him,
hard. Hard enough to hurt, even through his armor. “I know you did, you must
have done. Are you still in contact? Was it Cassidy? If you have a line to
Command, you use it now. Call in reinforcements. Call in drone support, at
least. Come on, Tseng, it’s alright. We don’t care that you sold us out, we’re
doing this anyway so you might as well help us. We need all the help we can
get, right?”


Ram turned to the rest of the team. 


They all had their weapons pointed at him. All except Corporal Fury, who was covering the approach.


“Come on, guys,” Ram said. “You know it’s the truth.”


“That may be,” Stirling said. “But you take your hand off him,
sir.”


Ram knew they meant it. They weren’t the sort of Marines to point
their weapons at someone unless they were willing to use them. All the same, if
he let Tseng go, the man could weasel out of admitting it. And he had to admit
it or else Ram would lose face. Lose respect. It might have been too late
already. 


“No,” Ram said. “Not until Ensign Tseng calls in reinforcements.”


“I can’t,” Tseng said, still squirming in Ram’s grip. 


“Please, sir,” Stirling said. There was pleading in his voice. Ram
was surprised to realize the Marines were afraid. Surely, they weren’t afraid
for the Ensign, who they did not appear to like or particularly respect.


They’re afraid of me.


Ram guessed they were afraid he had snapped again. Would kill
Tseng like he’d killed Bediako. They had seen the punishment he’d taken in the
Arena, they probably thought that Ram could take some of them out, protected by
his armor, before they brought him down. With his XRS-Handspear, he probably
could. 


“Alright,” Ram said. “This has escalated more than I planned. We
don’t have time for this. But you need to stop lying, Tseng. Okay? You have to
be honest with us. You owe us that. Not me, alright, okay. But you owe it to
them.”


Tseng nodded. 


Ram let him go and took a symbolic step back. A step that took him
over Tseng’s discarded sidearm, just to be sure. 


“You’re not officer material,” Tseng said, flexing his shoulder
and wrist. “You’re not mentally equipped to—”


“Alright, sir!” Stirling said. “We need to move out, now. Can you
call in support for us, yes or no?”


Tseng scowled. “I already did.”


Ram sighed.


The Marines put up their weapons. Flores and Cooper moved up to
support Fury in covering the approach.


“When?” Stirling said. “What are we getting? Sir.”


“At the shuttle, I called in our position. They said they’d send
drone support for us.”


“Alright,” Stirling said, nodding. “Support is on the way, then.
Let’s get on with this, people.”


“Wait,” Ram said, making a show of scanning the empty skies. “The
drones would be here by now, if they were coming. Who did you speak to?”


“Sergeant Gruger,” Tseng said. 


“Do you trust him?” Ram asked. 


“He’s a Marine,” Tseng said. “A career Sergeant. He’s Cassidy’s
man. If he said he will send support, he will.”


Ram and Stirling exchanged a look.


“Did you call in our position last night?” Ram asked Tseng. The
ensign said nothing, which Ram took for confirmation. “They were supposed to
come that first night, weren’t they? That’s what they said when you sold us
out. Right? Go with us and they’d pick us up that first night out, before we
got too far? That way, I don’t know. That way they’d have proof we’d betrayed
our orders or whatever they were going to do to spin the story. But they didn’t
come. You were disappointed. You felt bitter about it. What makes you think
they’re coming now?”


Tseng didn’t have an answer. 


“You sold us out before we ever left, to get into Cassidy’s good
books again. But instead, they sold you out, Ensign,” Ram said, brutally. “Cassidy.
Zuma. They’re playing some bigger game and you’re still not invited. You got
played.”


“Alright, sir, that’s enough,” Stirling said. “For now. We have to
move.”


“They sold you out, Tseng,” Ram continued. “So that means you
really and truly are one of us now. You understand? They’re not going to give
you whatever they promised you but it’s alright because you’re one of us. You
have nowhere else to go. We’ll stick with you. We’ll follow your orders because
you’re a good officer, and you know we’re doing the right thing. Right, guys?”


“That’s right,” Stirling said. The others chorused it.


Tseng straightened up, nodded. Ram retrieved Tseng’s sidearm and
handed it over. And he felt kind of goofy doing it, but he gave the ensign a
proper salute. 


“Come on,” Tseng said, turning and grabbing a rifle from the back
of his ETAT. “Stirling, carry on.”


Stirling, Cooper and Flores advanced over the scree and broken
ground, advancing on the lava tube entrance. It was out of sight behind a
gigantic outcrop that stuck out of the slanting cliff face like the prow of a
titanic ship. The Marines were tiny in comparison, little figures darting
forward, covering each other as they advanced.


When they reached the base of the outcrop, Stirling turned and
waved. Tseng waved back and they moved out, leaving Fury to watch over their
getaway cars and all their gear. 


Ram crunched down the broken shards of stone, following Harris and
Tseng, hugging his battle rifle. He felt ready. 


The AugHuds went down before they were halfway there. Either the
wheelers were waiting for them or they had a permanent field around themselves.


The opening of the lava tube was about six meters across and about
four meters high. The bottom of the tube buried under piles of scree that the
aliens had cleared away. The ground was slippery and uneven in the approach and
there was no way the wheelers had used the route for their vehicles. They must
have utilized other exits from the lava tube network for their attacks on the
outpost. Ram was relieved he would be unlikely to have to fight a tank but it
might mean they’d be in entirely the wrong part of the complex when looking for
the prisoners, who were taken away in the Wheelbug APC type of vehicles. 


Stirling’s team advanced to the edge of the tube, feet sliding in
the loose ground. The sergeant crouched against the wall, held his rifle ready
and peered inside, darting his head in and back out. He paused then looked
inside down the sights on his rifle, standing and bracing himself on the side.


He turned and gestured for Tseng to proceed. 


Ram crunched after the ensign and Harris, passing Stirling and the
others with a nod, his rifle ready as he rotated inside the lava tube. 


It was dark within. He didn’t know what he expected. His eyes were
superb in low light conditions but not in no-light conditions. The armor
clicked and his visor flicked a new layer down over the old one, bringing the
inside of the tube into grainy focus. The squat tunnel stretched away into what
first of all looked like an infinite blackness but when they’d pushed inside a
few steps, he saw it was a sharp turn in the tunnel a little way inside.


He hurried forward, finger on the trigger, to the inside bend and
hugged the wall as he advanced. Harris and Tseng hurried behind him. The ground
leveled out and the footing got firmer. Up ahead, reflecting from the walls and
ceiling, there was light. Not bright white light but a dim glow like moonlight
in midsummer or the oppressive dull grey skies before a monsoon downpour. His
armor picked up sounds, clanking metal and repetitive tapping. Static fizzed in
his comms system from a range of bands and he silenced the whole thing.


Harris hustled around him, taking position in front so that he had
a clear line of sight and Ram could fire over him. Tseng stayed in the back. 


The tunnel curved further and then straightened up. 


Wheelhunters. 


The tunnel kept going straight but now, between the walls, alien
equipment. Boxes, tables, rods, wheels. Light from ceiling lamps bathing
everything in infrared.


In amongst it all, wheelers worked. At least six of them, rather
small compared to the ones he had seen before. All wearing the black, flexible
suits. Working busily at the sides of the tunnel, a couple in the spider
configuration but most in the upright wheel form, their long arms tapping and
filing away at tools or weapons or something on the benches at the edges. 


The sight of them took his breath away. Alien creatures, so
seemingly different and vile, like a giant spider crab cross bred with a
lizard. Animals with no heads, no eyes. Creatures so wrong they made you want
to vomit and run away. Yet there they were, working quietly away, individually.
At work benches, just as a human might. Just as humans had done for thousands of
years, all over the Earth. 


Harris took aim at the nearest one.


Ram slowly placed a hand on Harris shoulder, who lowered his
weapon a fraction by way of acknowledgment. 


They might never get a better chance to kill so many wheelers at
once. They had the drop on them.


But something felt wrong.


Where had the eight patrol members gone? Had they come through
this way? Were they in a side chamber, waiting to roll out, guns blazing?
Murdering the six before them seemed easy enough but what would the consequences
be of coming in shooting?


They looked so harmless. As harmless as a seven-feet tall alien
monster could look. Surely, they were engineers, not soldiers. 


Ram stepped forward, in front of Harris. He pointed his rifle in
the air and held his other arm out to one side. 


“Hello,” Ram said, his comms set to external projection.


The wheelers flinched and stopped. All six of them froze what they
were doing. The nearest one was the first to move, creeping back to the others.



Ram could sense Harris and Tseng behind him, squirming and furious
but they held their fire. For now.


One of the ones behind raised a three-fingered hand and pointed
the three claws at Ram. 


“I know we’re enemies,” Ram said. “But we’re just here for our
friends. We just want to take our friends and go. You know, friends? Like us?
The ones you took when—”


A terrible sound pierced his head. His words turned into a cry of
pain as his joints and nerves seemed to be on fire all over his body. The scene
before him dissolved into darkness.


Then it was gone. Just the echo of pain remained, humming in his
limbs. His sight returned.


He found himself slumped, down on one knee and leaning on his
weapon. Harris and Tseng were sprawled on the floor.


Snapping up his gun, he saw the wheelers were gone.


Tseng and Harris took longer to get to their feet and Ram covered
them while they did so. 


“They’re gone,” Ram said, using external audio. “We need to
hurry.”


“What weapon is that?” Tseng said. “Radiation?”


“We irradiated?” Harris said, panic rising in his voice.


“No. Electromagnetic stun weapon,” Ram said, checking the rad
counter on his wrist. It had registered a spike but just on the danger line.
“Has to be. Come on.”


They ventured inward. Harris went first, then Tseng with Ram at
the rear again.


“What were you thinking?” Tseng said. Ram began to answer but
Tseng cut him off. “I don’t care what you were thinking. Wait for orders next
time.”


I will if you give any.


“Alright,” Ram said. “Ensign.”


Alien equipment lined the tunnel. Every few meters, sections of
tunnel were partitioned by thin screens made from something. The aliens used
metals that were silvered like stainless steel or mirrored as if they were
chromium infused or polished to an incredible shine. Other equipment was dark,
blacks or non-reflective surfaces. There was no color to anything, even under a
ceiling light or their armor lamps. 


“Why are they letting us inside so far?” Harris said. 


“Quiet,” Tseng hissed, their voices echoing off the walls. 


A door.


Ram saw it after the others had walked past. A doorway, cut into
the rock on the side of the tunnel and fitted with a door so flush that the
outline was barely discernible. But it was there, highlighted in his infrared
vision. Rectangular, a meter wide by two or three high. The partitioned section
they were walking through was the longest one yet and the equipment lining the
walls included hooks sticking from the rock and curving struts coming out of
the floor with wide, shallow bowls on top. On the other side, another door. 


By now, his team mates had reversed course to where Ram
investigated.


“Doors,” Ram said. “Do you see them? Check further up for more.
Actually, we may have passed some already, why don’t you go ahead, Ensign and
Harris you head back and see if there are more.”


There were. 


“Entrances to the other sections,” Harris said, pointing his rifle
at the one Ram stood at. “That’s where the soldier ones are hiding.”


“Prison cells,” Ram said. “They’re prison cells.”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Tseng said, sneering. “Wishful thinking.
Probably storage areas. Closets.”


“Only one way to find out,” Ram said and without waiting for
orders, he slipped the fingers of one hand into the gaps around the tall door,
looking for a catch. 


“Hurry up, if you’re going to do it,” Tseng said, covering with
Harris. 


Ram pushed his visor against the door, looking for a way to open
it. 


How would a wheeler operate a door? 


A wheelhunter clawed hand jerked out of the door. Ram lurched away
and staggered back in surprise. The door had a small hatch near the center and
a wheeler arm was thrust through it, waving around looking for someone to grab,
for someone to eviscerate. 


“Don’t shoot,” Ram shouted, as Harris and Tseng took aim. “It’s
stuck in there.”


The others hesitated. 


“If it could get out, it would have opened the door,” Ram said. 


Harris nodded in agreement and turned to cover the tunnel. The
wheeler arm reached along the door as if it was trying to open it from the
outside.


Ram walked up to it.


“Stop,” Tseng hissed. “What in the world are you doing?”


Ram ignored him and stopped just beyond what he guessed was the
arm’s reach. He’d spent hundreds of hours fighting wheelers in Avar and he
could tell by the arm size that this wheeler was another one of the little
ones. He wasn’t afraid of it. He had faced a three-meter-plus monster one
without a gun, without armor and he’d won. It had killed him but he’d won. 


“No one fire,” Ram said. “It’s trying to get out.”


“Okay, fine,” Tseng said. “Leave it, let’s move on.”


“Wait a sec,” Ram said. “Why is it locked in?”


“Maybe it’s an idiot and the door shut behind him,” Harris said. 


“Cover me,” Ram said. “I’m going to go in there.”


“You will not.”


“Believe me, I can handle it,” Ram said.


“You can’t even get in.”


Ram stopped. “Yeah.”


The wheeler arm seemed to be reaching for something at the side of
the door, on the wall. Reaching, maybe. 


Pointing?


There was something there. On the wall, a stick of some kind of
rod. He grabbed it and lifted it off the wall. He stuck the narrower end into
the gap and twisted. The wheeler pulled its arm back inside. 


“Get ready,” Ram said.


He slung his rifle over his back and drew his sword.


“Why are you doing this?” Tseng said.


“Don’t shoot it,” Ram said. “I’m stronger than these little ones,
alright? The noise might bring them to us.”


“Where are they?” Harris said. “The bastards.”


Ram pulled the door open, sword held in front of him. The room
inside was small, the sides hacked from the rock in rough chunks. At the back,
just a couple of paces away, the wheeler crouched low, three legs a side with the
arms held out to Ram, the clawed fingers spread wide. It seemed to be pressing
itself into the floor. 


“It’s alright,” Ram said, holding the point of his sword down but
ready to flick it up at any moment. “Don’t be afraid.” He could almost feel
Tseng rolling his eyes behind him but Ram knew the wheelers were capable of
fear, even if they couldn’t possibly understand his words. He’d felt it,
somehow, in the shaking and desperate struggle for its life that the Orb
Station Zero wheelhunter had fought in the Arena. “Don’t be afraid, I just want
to help you. Did they lock you up? Did you do something wrong? I’m looking for
human prisoners.” Ram pointed at himself and then out in the corridor. “Human
prisoners, like me.” He pointed at himself and then at the walls of the room
around him. “People like me, in here.”


The wheeler moved. 


Ram whipped his sword point up to the wheeler’s hub.


It froze. Ram waited to see what it would do.


Keeping its hands spread and flat to the ground, the wheeler
slowly crept forward, lifting one foot at a time. Ram backed up, letting it
come forward.


“You’re not letting it out,” Tseng said. “I’ll kill it before I
let it out here with me.”


“Tseng, I’m telling you I can kill this one with my bare hands
before it will hurt us, leave it alone. Just wait. Just wait, alright.”


Ram backed all the way out into the corridor and the wheeler
followed, creeping forward like a six-legged spider, the arms coming out of the
hub on the top and the bottom as if they were held out to Ram. Held out and spread
low as if to demonstrate it was unarmed and not dangerous. 


“It’s a trick,” Tseng said as they backed out of the way. 


“Harris,” Ram said. “Keep covering the approach but get over here.
I don’t want this thing getting between us.”


“Sir.” Harris backed over to their side of the tunnel while the
wheeler crept out into the center. It kept going, further up the tunnel and
deeper into the wheelhunter complex.


“It’s getting away,” Tseng said. “I won’t let it escape.”


“The others must have raised the alarm by now,” Ram said, watching
the wheeler back away slowly up the tunnel. “I don’t think we’re in danger of
counter attack.”


“Might be on their way, sir,” Harris said. “These lava tubes run
for hundreds of klicks.”


“What about the ones we chased in here?” Ram said, keeping pace
with the alien.


“But did they actually come in this entrance, though?” Harris
said.


“What is all this stuff?” Tseng said. 


They walked past benches heaving with equipment, some of it
bubbling and fizzing inside metal cylinders. Ram used his sword to poke the lid
off one, while watching the wheeler to see how it would react. It didn’t seem
to do anything.


“Leave their science experiments alone,” Tseng said. “Are you
insane?”


“I’m in hermetically sealed armor, I’m not going to get infected.”


“I’ll remember you said that when you grow a second head.”


“I’m already on my second head,” Ram said, peering inside the
container. It was too dark to see well but it seemed like some sort of red
foamy broth, thick enough to have large bubbles forming slowly on the surface.
He moved on, after the wheeler, who scuttled over to the next section and
reached for something up on the workbench at the side of the tunnel.


“Stop!” Ram ran to it and held the sword to its hub. The thing
stopped and slowly lowered its arm. “Move over there.” He gestured with the
point. “Over there, you idiot.” It didn’t move. 


“What was it going for?” Tseng asked from behind his weapon.


Ram glanced at the bench. His legs felt weak as he reached out for
it. 


“One of our civilian EVA suits.”


Harris growled. “Jesus.”


Ram pinched a bit of it and lifted it up. There was something
heavy inside that slowly oozed out. “It’s filled with blood. Old blood, maybe
some skin and other tissue. Maybe a couple of liters of the stuff, a day old? I
don’t know. I’m going to take a sample.” He popped a medical container on his
webbing, emptied bandages and drugs, then spooned in a few fingers of blood and
some stringy stuff that might have been shreds of skin or twisted, sodden hair.


Was this you, Milena? Oh fuck, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.


“Well,” Tseng said. “At least we know what happened to them.”


Ram turned on him. “We don’t fucking know anything.”


“Let’s kill this thing,” Harris said. 


“What are you talking about?” Ram said. “It showed us this. It
understood why we’re here and it helped us. It showed us this, don’t you see?”
Ram sheathed his sword and crouched in front of the wheeler. It flinched. 
“Where are the others?”


It didn’t move.


“There’s a door here,” Harris said. “Two doors.”


“Watch him,” Ram said and he searched for the rod keys and pried
the doors open. Both were small cells, like the one that had held the wheeler.
Inside the first he found Jane Munroe, the biologist. She was in her EVA suit
but her helmet was gone. She was dead.


He was relieved it wasn’t Milena inside. 


“Someone’s coming,” Harris said, just as Ram opened the second
door, his hands shaking.


As soon as he saw the figure inside, he knew it wasn’t Milena. It
was a man. Inside his EVA suit. 


“He’s alive,” Ram said. “It’s the physicist. Zachery Arthur. He’s
out of it but his heart and respiration—”


Harris screamed a warning. “We’ve got incoming.”


“Alright,” Ram said from inside the cell while picking up Arthur.
“Hold your fire until—”


Tseng and Harris started shooting. Their rifles firing rapid
bursts that filled the tunnel with a wall of booming, echoing noise before his
armor or his ear implants compensated. Ram threw the physicist over his
shoulder and peeped out. The muzzle flashes half-blinded him, showing the
Marines shooting straight along the lava tube. 


The wheeler crept away toward the exit, slinking low beneath the
weapon’s fire. Ram let it go. 


“Withdraw,” Ram shouted. He doubted the Marines could hear him.
“Come on.”


An explosion smashed the wall apart near his head. Another blew a
shower of rock chips from the ceiling down onto his armored head. The rounds
shredded the equipment all around them and ricochets clanged off his suit. Ram
ran, carrying the civilian for five meters or so then put him on the ground
behind a sturdy-looking metal tub the height of a normal human. Ram crouched
behind it, looking out.


Wheelers rolled forward, shooting as they came. In just a couple
of seconds, Ram saw three, four aliens fall but there were more behind, a black
mass boiling out of the darkness.


Tseng turned and ran back down the tube away from the aliens.


“Keep going,” Ram shouted and unslung his rifle. “Now, you,
Harris. Get the civilian out.”


When the Marines were behind him, Ram fired. The XRS-Handspear
punched back into his shoulder, over and over. It was like fighting, wrestling.
Like being stomped on by one of the old subjects. The weapon shredded the
wheelers, punched into them and through them, ripping them apart. Ram was
showered with debris. A round slapped off his helmet, knocking his head back
and ruining his aim.


Milena was in the tunnel somewhere. In another room nearby. She
had to be. Ram slowed his rate of fire to conserve the remaining ammo in his
magazine. The wheelers surged forward and Ram opened up again.


Click. 


As he swapped in his remaining magazine, supporting fire came from
behind him, picking off a charging wheeler, knocking it flat.


Ram ran toward the aliens. He couldn’t leave without her. 


He was hit in the chest. A detonation that knocked him off his
feet and left him fighting for breath. One of the aliens rolled up to him,
towering above where he lay but Ram had his rifle in hand and he ripped the
creature in half, blood and quivering organs splashing out from the hub onto
Ram’s feet.


More alien rounds hit him as he got to one knee, rounds that hurt
him—bad— so he dived forward and fired from a prone position. Too low to the
ground to hit the aliens in cover on the sides of the lava tube, the ones
hiding amongst the science and engineering equipment. But the ones in the
center went down like dominoes. 


When his rifle clicked empty, he turned and ran for cover, trying
to keep as low as he could. He knew he was a giant target, he knew he would get
hit. And he did. A round hit high on his back, sent him sprawling face down for
a minute. He had to keep moving. Lurching to his feet, he tried to keep to the
side of the tunnel. The Marines kept the aliens off his back with bursts. 


Ram caught up to the others. Tseng had the unconscious physicist
on his shoulder but he was struggling to shoot.


“Give him to me,” Ram said, just as Tseng was shot in the knee. 


Ram’s armor had protected him. It was thicker and heavier than the
standard issue. Tseng’s leg seemed to burst and he fell. 


Harris shouted something while Ram scooped up the fallen civilian
and Tseng, who was screaming from his throat, his teeth clenched.


While the private provided covering fire, Ram jogged away with a
man on each shoulder. It hurt him to breathe and his rifle banged on his lower
back and the top of his legs on one side and his sword smacked into his hip and
thigh on the other side with every step.


The wheeler sprang up out of the shadows. Ram stumbled and
hesitated. It was the one from the cell.


“Get back, sir,” Stirling shouted. 


The sergeant, Flores and Cooper were there, aiming at it. Ram was
in the way. The wheeler prostrated itself.


“Stop,” Ram shouted. “It helped us. This one helped us, it was a
prisoner or something. Don’t shoot it. It is running away from the others.”


Stirling hesitated, as well he might. “Flores, Cooper. Get Harris
out.” They ran by Ram and the alien. “Really think I need to shoot it, sir.”


“It’s unarmed and it helped us. We can take it prisoner. Take it
back. Do not shoot it.”


“How do we take it prisoner, sir?” Stirling said. 


“Don’t know. Just let it go for now. We need to evacuate the
wounded and fall back.”


“Sir,” Stirling said, nodding at the civilian on Ram’s shoulder.
“No one else?”


“Let’s go.”


They fell back, the wheelhunter freed from the cell followed right
behind them while the hostile ones were kept at bay with continuous covering
fire. Ram kept moving, one foot in front of the other, hearing the blast of
guns and grenades detonating over the sound of his labored breathing.


Then. Up ahead, a bright light tinged with a red-orange glow.


“Exit,” Ram said, mostly to himself. “Come on.”


He staggered out into a beautiful sunset. The green-blue sky was
smeared in the west with layered pastels in yellow, orange and red over the
jagged black horizon. A hard wind whipped down from the ridge above, powerful
enough to stagger him and force him to brace against it.


Corporal Fury, acting on her initiative, had
decided to bring the ETATs directly up to the lava tube. She had her enormous
rifle braced atop the roll bars, ready to pop anyone following the Marines.


“Don’t shoot the wheeler that’s with us,” Ram shouted at her while
he loaded the unconscious physicist and the wounded Tseng onto one of the
vehicles. 


“With you, sir?” Fury asked. “Oh, shit me.”


There wasn’t much time for discussion so Ram made sure to shout at
everyone to let the wheeler come with them.


It seemed liked madness but he grabbed the wrist of the wheeler
where it cowered at his feet and pulled it onto the flatbed, which pitched up
in front with the weight of it pushing down the suspension at the back. The
alien climbed on with ease and folded itself up like a spider in a hole.


 Stirling wanted to tie it up first but there was no time. The
wheeler soldiers were coming close behind. And that was not all.


“Wheelhunter forces incoming from the north and the south,” Fury
said. “Looks like vehicles. Wildcats and Wheelbugs.”


“Let’s get out of here,” Stirling shouted. “Everyone on, now.”


“You’re too heavy,” Cooper shouted from the driver’s seat. “Kick
that piece of shit off.”


Ram jumped off himself and ran to the other vehicle. “Swap with
me,” he said to Fury, who did not protest and instead crouched next to the
hideous alien as they raced downhill.  Everyone who was able to fired their
weapon at the wheelers that rolled out of the lava tube behind them.


Wheeler vehicles came up over the sides of the ridges on either
side then plunged down after them. The Wheelbugs seemed to be APCs but were big
enough to crush the ETATs. The Wildcats were armed with a plasma weapon on top
and incoming rounds smashed into the rocks around them. Others rattled the
frames of the ETATs.


Stirling got hit on the head by something and slumped over. Dazed,
at least. Maybe worse.


Marines shouted recommendations for the best routes down the
mountain to each other. 


“Go left, Cooper, you fucking idiot. No, left!”


Up ahead, down at the bottom of the slope, a jagged wall came
closer.


“You’re going to have to get out of this valley,” Ram shouted. “Up
and over the side.”


“We can’t,” Cooper shouted back. “There’s no way out.”


 


 
















 


12.


 


“We are leaving,” Dr. Ahmar said. “Right now.”


“You can’t,” Kat said, standing in front of the group mutinying
against her. She wasn’t sure it was technically a mutiny but then, that was the
point in contention.


She stood halfway up the cargo ramp while most of the VIPs
clustered together at the base. 


Lieutenant Tseng and his men had raced off away from the Lepus
up the hill after the retreating wheelers. In the lull after the brief contact
with the enemy, the civilians had decided to act. 


“Well, I’m sorry, Lieutenant, I am sorry but I can. I can and I
will. You may be in charge of the shuttle,” Ahmar said. “But we are on the
surface now. And yes, I know, yes, we all know we are on the surface thanks to
your efforts but on the surface we are. And if there is one thing I know, it’s
the surface of planets. Now, if you do not mind, we are making our way, on
foot, to the outpost. We shall be picked up by your colleagues on the way.”


They had gone over it enough times and Kat was sick of hearing
about it. “I need you.”


“You may stay with your shuttle,” Ahmar said. “That is perfectly
alright with me.”


Kat laughed in his face then turned to the wounded man propped up
against the wall of the cargo compartment. “Dr. Fo, please can you talk some
sense into your colleague? Aren’t you his superior or something?”


The tiny, wizened old biologist grinned behind his helmet visor.
“Superior in intellect, certainly—”


“Ha!” Dr. Ahmar, Head of Planetary Science, exclaimed. 


“— but not, I am sad to say, in any legal, organizational,
hierarchical sense,” Dr. Fo continued. “And Ahmar would not listen, even if I
had such authority. Back on Earth, when I was UNOP Director of Science, he was
one of my department heads. The man spent more time attempting to undermine me
than actually implementing his departmental strategy so I have no doubt—”


“Oh, please,” Ahmar shouted. “You’re paranoid and senile. You
should never have been allowed on this mission, it has quite ruined what little
intellect still remained and left you this demented shell of the scientist you
once claimed to—”


“Doctors, please!” Kat shouted. The only sound was Fo’s cackling
laugh. Kat could quite believe the old man was out of his mind. “Everyone is
stressed. Tired. Injured. Everyone is afraid. I know I am. The animals in us
want to run, want to hide. Want to play dead.” She raised her voice over the
protestations and objections. “But you’re all scientists. Or engineers. Or
administrators. You’re capable people. And I need you. The mission needs you.
Help me patch up the shuttle and we can fly her back to the outpost. You can
step off this baby in style or you can trudge for two or three days through
hostile country, carrying all your water, all your rations. You ready for that?
Up and down these bloody hills, over rocks that are like a bunches of knife
blades. Really? Your suits are going to recycle some of your sweat, your
respiration. Did any of you do the survival course in these suits? Yeah? How
long were you in your suit for, a day? Half a day?  You’re not all going to
make it if you stroll out of here. Maybe none of you will make it.”


“You can’t scare us into helping you,” Dr. Ahmar said. “We are
making a rational choice, for the greater good. Come on, everyone.”


He turned and strode through the group, reassuring the others. 


“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Kat muttered to herself. Annoyed at herself
for being unable to reason with them and having to resort to violence. 


She drew her personal defense weapon, the short but powerful P300.


Aimed it just over the group and squeezed off a burst.


The P300 was a brutal weapon. Good for medium (supposedly) and
short range. Medium caliber and power cartridge. But the rate of fire was
insane and her burst was brief but sprayed a dozen rounds over Ahmar’s head.


No one likes firearms being discharged in their general direction.
Senior, VIP, civilian, scientists most of all. They flinched, ducked. A few
dived to the ground. 


Dr. Ahmar, to his credit, merely hunched his head into his neck
and froze.


“For the greater good,” Kat said into the silence. “For the
greater good, you will all assist me to get this shuttle flying.”


Ahmar jabbed a finger at her. “You’ll be finished for this. Your
position gives you no right to just—”


“Do you really need me to explain it again? I must deliver the
data to the Sentinel or our battleship will be destroyed. Without the Sentinel,
the other ships in the approaching fleet will be lost, too. The Ashoka
and the Genghis are state of the art, cutting edge and extremely
powerful but they are smaller even than the Victory. Our outpost will be
overrun. And humanity’s presence in the Cancri System will be over. If we can’t
hold on to this outpost and this planet, we’ll lose this system. If we lose the
system, what hope does humanity have in fighting for our future, in protecting
our own system if we have to, in fighting for Earth? You really think I care
about my career, Dr. Ahmar? My fucking career? Get a hold of yourself,
sir.” They stared up at her. The panicked people were helped to their feet. “Now,
ladies and gentlemen. We have hull breaches to patch. Electrical systems to
repair. Sensors to calibrate. Most importantly, the turbines in the atmosphere
engines need to be cleaned. Let’s get to work.”


 


***


 


She sunk into her pilot’s chair, draping across it sideways with
her legs over the arm rest and let out a long sigh.


“Sheila,” she said. “I’m done in, love. Long old motherfucker of a
day, right?”


“Repairs are almost complete,” Sheila said. “You,
however, are showing clear sign of mental and physical exhaustion. You have not
slept for at least thirty-nine hours.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Kat said, yawning and stretching her back. “Thanks
for reminding me. I’m fine. Look, I’m taking more stims. My performance is
unaffected.”


“You are demonstrating an increasing frequency of microsleep
and your speech is slurred. Your eye movement is reduced by—”


“Alright! Jesus wept, Sheila. Knock it off.” Kat dragged her
medical box from under the seat and injected a stim package into her neck,
trying to ignore the warnings on the label. SHORT TERM USE ONLY. Performance
degradation will occur after blah blah blah. “So, repairs are coming along
nice. Can you communicate with the outpost, yet?”


“Not with standard communications power usage,” the AI
said. “Outpost systems are not receiving, presumably due to damage to
outpost. Increasing our power would likely boost our signal enough to be
received by EVA suit systems. Do you wish to proceed?”


“What’s left in the batteries.”


“Six percent.”


“Shit. What about the emergency batteries?”


“Six percent includes the emergency batteries.”


“Are you shitting me? Is that enough to get to the outpost? Got to
be plenty, right?”


“Depending on altitude, wind speed and direction, airspeed of
shuttle, total mass—”


“Sheila,” Kat snapped. “You don’t need to list the variables every
time, okay? I’m a professional bloody pilot, I get it.”


“The shuttle can reach the outpost.”


“Good,” Kat said. “That’s good.” From her ration bag, she grabbed
three sweet nutrient bars, a bottle of water and jabbed another stim into her
neck. The drowsiness retreated further, buried under the bright, hard edges of
the stims. She leaned on her flight console. “Alright, now let’s go through the
detail. Give me the visual representation on the right, here and the equations
on the left.”


“Yes, Kat.”


A map of the area popped onto the right of the console, while the
batteries’ individual statuses scrolled down the left in one column. In
another, their energy outputs for each engine and other core flight systems.
She would get the civilians to stay inside their suits when they lifted off,
that way she wouldn’t need life support in the passenger compartment.


“And while we’re working, don’t let any of those bastards into the
cockpit. And keep your cameras peeled for any enemy activity. And watch out for
our Marines.” She fished around in her ration bag for sachets of refined white
sugar and sprinkled a few on her bar.


“Yes, Kat.”


“Actually, I know I said we shouldn’t give away our position but…”
she took a big bite of a nutrient bar. “Send up a drone to watch out for the
Marines. I hope we’ll be gone before they get back here but I don’t want them
turning up unannounced and expecting a ride.”


“Additional passengers and equipment would further limit the
operational range of the shuttle in atmos—”


Kat groaned and shouted at the AI, spraying food everywhere. “For
Christ’s sake, Sheila. You must think I’m some kind of idiot. Were you this
condescending when we first met? Surely you weren’t this bad.”


“I’m sorry,” Sheila said. “I assessed that in your
current, exhausted condition, you may require additional reminders.”


I’m sorry.


Sounded almost like the old Sheila. Kat wiped the corner of her
eye with the back of her hand.


“Don’t apologize, love. You’re right. No, you’re right. You look
out for me and I’ll look out for you, that’s how it works, right? Come on, show
me the variables and I’ll check your working out.”


 


***


 


She had just crash landed the shuttle and went back to check on
the passengers. Sheila had told her even before they had put down on the
surface that two of them had died and she knew things like that. The living
were dazed and battered by the landing. Some still terrified, others flooded
with relief that they were alive. A number had injuries. 


One of the dead was the engineer, Clarke. His abdomen had caught a
twisted piece of the hull, it had skewered him through, front to back, almost
cutting him in half while pinning him to his seat. The woman next to him was
distressed.


Kat pulled herself to the next dead body. Sheila had known who it
was. She had told Kat the names of the dead and those who appeared to be
wounded, like Dr. Fo. 


But Kat had to see for herself. His helmet had a jagged hole the
size of a fist in the side. It lined up with a hull breach next to him. The
visor was covered on the inside with a thick coating of blood. People around
her protested but she ignored them and took his helmet off. Blood flooded out,
slopping over the neck ring down onto his lap.


Feng. The closest thing she had to a boyfriend, or even a friend,
come to that. And she had only ever really used him for sex. Even that was
because he could get her the drugs she needed. 


The lower half of his face, his jaw and his throat were gone.
Tattered remains hung down and his teeth and pieces of jaw bone lay in the pool
of gore in his suit’s neck piece. 


She fished around under his seat in the personal cargo space and
pulled out his medical bag. Inside, she found plenty of the supplies she
needed. Some bottles were broken and smashed but most of it, thankfully,
intact. The VIPs asked her what the hell she was doing.


“Medical supplies,” she said. “He was a chemist. It’s medical
supplies.”


Kat looked up at Feng’s face. The top half untouched but for the
coating of blood.


She wiped away some of it. “I’m sorry, Feng.”


His eyes snapped open, wide and white. 


The mass of destroyed throat throbbed and glowed red and he made a
startling, honking noise. Feng reached for her with clawed hands, shaking her
by the shoulders, shouting his bizarre, wrong, mechanical cry. Over and over,
it repeated, a siren sound, an alarm.


She woke in her seat in the cockpit, Dr. Fo shaking her arm. An
alarm sounded.


“The aliens are coming,” Dr. Fo said. 


“What the fuck is going on?” Kat said, wiping her mouth. 


“You fell asleep,” Sheila said. “But then I could not
wake you. You ordered not to let anyone in but you seemed to like Dr. Fo so I
requested that he—”


“Never mind that,” Kat said. “Where are the wheelers?”


“Eight to ten kilometers from here and approaching down a
parallel valley,” Sheila said. 


“Shuttle status? Can we fly?”


“Yes. We can fly.”


“Get everyone on board,” Kat said to Dr. Fo. “Get them to strap
in.”


“I have already urged them to do so,” the old man said.


“Sheila, are they all on board and strapped in?” Kat asked.


“Some appear to be struggling with their safety harnesses,”
Sheila said. “But every passenger is seated.”


“That’ll have to do,” Kat said. “Start the takeoff sequence.
Doctor, you should take your seat, please?”


“Certainly,” he said, then climbed into the co-pilot’s chair with
surprising nimbleness. 


“Just don’t touch anything,” she warned him. “Okay, let’s spin up
the engines, shall we?”


“Confirmed, sequences started. And, Kat,” Sheila said. “The
wheelers are pursuing the Marines who were here this morning. Here is the live
feed from the drone.”


On her console, she watched the two Marine vehicles proceeding
along the valley floor. She zoomed out and saw three groups of wheelers
converging on them. 


“Is that a dead wheeler in the back?” Kat asked. 


“It appears to be moving and is therefore likely a prisoner of
war. Also, there is an additional human individual with them in a civilian EVA
suit.”


“Holy shit, they bloody got one. Can you believe that?” She looked
at Fo. 


The old man gave a quick nod. “It did seem like a most unlikely
outcome.”


“Are they going to make it?” Kat asked.


“Their speed is sufficient to evade capture in a straight line,
however, their current course takes them to a boxed in canyon wall.”


“They can’t get out?”


“The only passable route out of that gorge is behind them and
they would run into the pursuing aliens.”


Kat powered up the engines. 


“Can we land and pick them up?”


A voice behind her startled her. “No, you may not!” 


It was Dr. Ahmar. The big, awful bastard had barged his way in,
again. Following Dr. Fo through the open door. “Get out of my cockpit and take
your seat,” Kat shouted. “We’re about to start our takeoff.”


“I’m only going to say this once,” Ahmar said. “You will fly us to
the outpost and not on some damned rescue mission. We didn’t spend all day
breaking our backs for you to kill us trying to save those soldiers.”


Kat released the breaks and the shuttle lurched, throwing Dr.
Ahmar to the way. 


“Sit down or you’ll end up hurt,” Kat said, paying him no mind
until Dr. Fo, turning in his seat, drew a shocked breath and exclaimed.


“Peter!” Dr. Fo said. 


Kat turned and saw the gun that Dr. Ahmar held. A standard issue
sidearm. He must have found it in the hold or somewhere while working on the
ship.


“Fly us to the outpost or I’ll be forced to use this on you.” His
voice was level. Steady. He meant it. 


Still.


Kat scoffed. “You haven’t thought this through,” she said and
increased power to the engines, the breaks on the bashed wheels screeching as
the shuttle crept forward, sliding on the dark rock. “I’m the pilot. You
understand. The pilot. You need me to fly you there.”


“You think I’m an idiot?” Dr. Ahmar sneered. “The damned bloody AI
can fly this shuttle. And land it. And they have to protect human life. Isn’t
that the case, AI?”


Sheila, to her credit, paused before responding. “Yes, Dr.
Ahmar.”


The man puffed his chest and stood taller. 


“We’re taking off now,” Kat said. “You should hold on to
something. This won’t be a textbook take off. And that,” she pointed out the
front window, “that ain’t no runway, chief.”


Kat pushed the throttle control all the way forward and released
the breaks. The shuttle leapt forward like a rocket, slamming down the hill on
the ruined landing gear, juddering and bouncing. 


It was too much to hope that he’d fall and bang his head.


Ahmar moved quickly for a big fella and he pressed the gun into
her suit, just behind her neck. “If I kill you,” he said. “I’ll be saving
everyone else on board from your manic, drug addled death wish.”


“Sheila?” Kat said, heart racing. “If he kills me, would you do
what he says?”


“I recommend that we lift off,” Sheila
said, avoiding the question. “Before we crash into the hill.”


“Do it,” Kat said, looking at the shaking, juddering pile of black
rock up ahead.


The shuttle lurched as it heaved itself off the ground. Unladen,
hardly any people and very little cargo, the old girl jumped up like a fighter
jet.


“And fly us back to the outpost,” Ahmar said. “Or I shoot her.”


“I do not obey your commands,” Sheila said. 


Kat let out a huge sigh as the Lepus climbed.


“You’re lying,” Ahmar said. “You’re an AI.”


“Peter,” Dr. Fo said. “Go and sit down, you foolish man.”


He hesitated then turned to Kat and pushed the gun into her neck
again. His face was contorted in a mixture of rage and terror.


He’s going to kill me.


She’d never been so sure of anything in her life. 


The ERANS, already humming along quietly, shot into overdrive. She
saw everything, moving slowly. Noises fell down into drawn out droning. 


Kat slapped the quick release on her harness, slipped out of it
and smacked the man’s gun hand aside with a hard strike at his wrist. He moved
in slow motion, reacting after everything happened. The shuttle rose and the
scenery dropped away from the window behind her. She jumped from her seat,
kicked the big doctor in his balls and aimed another strike at his inside
wrist. The gun fell, as did the man. Before he reached the floor, Kat propelled
him using her ERANS enhanced muscles strength, through the door where he fell
sprawling. His helmet hit the wall, hard. 


Kat closed the door and took her seat, strapping in as her ERANS
powered down.


Dr. Fo stared at her with his mouth open.


“Bank right,” Kat shouted while she got settled. “Keep low. Under
one K.”


Sheila obeyed and the shuttle turned. Not fast enough.


“Release full control to me, ready…” Kat said. “Now.”


Sheila obeyed and the shuttle feedback felt bloody fantastic,
pushing back against her so much that it dipped sideways, nose falling until
she brought it back. She laughed.


“What we’re going to do,” Kat said as she brought the Lepus
around in as tight a circle as she could, “is fly over the wheelers, then fly
over the Marines. We’ll drop low and slow so that they can drive up the cargo
ramp in flight. Then we close the ramp and pull up before we crash into the
canyon wall. Alright, love?”


“I am required to state that your proposal is unlikely to
succeed,” Sheila said. “I recommend that you do not follow this course
of action.”


“Course you do,” Kat said. “Please turn off all collision
avoidance and altitude control features. Whatever you do, don’t take control
from me or limit me in any way. Understand?”


“Warning. It is not recommended that—”


“Confirm, Sheila,” Kat shouted. “Can’t have you tweaking my shit
at the wrong moment, you know?”


“Confirmed. Collision avoidance and altitude control
deactivated.”


“Thank you, sweetheart. And leave the gear down, will you? We’re
going to need it,” Kat said, feeling the grin across her face as she checked
the course predictions on screen. “Oops, we’re going to have to speed up a bit
then put the brakes on or we’re fucked. Pardon my French, Dr. Fo.”


She took a moment to glance at him. He was grasping the sides of
his chair and his face was screwed up into a ball.


Kat flicked the internal comms. “Ladies and gents, we’re just
going to pick up some friends. Don’t worry about anything, just sit back and
relax.”


Because there’s nothing you can do and if you die, you’ll die
quick as fuck.


The cameras showed the mass of wheelers under the shuttle as she
dropped into the valley, finishing the turn with a hundred meters to spare over
the lip of the cliff above. Both sides of the valley were low, scree hills at
this end and it was wide and flat for most of the way but it narrowed and
deepened into a gorge at the far end. Clapping her eyes on that dark mass
caused her to take a deep, involuntary breath. 


Her ERANS kicked up into a higher gear as she passed the first of
the wheelers. They had vehicles but most were on foot, wheeling along or
scrabbling like someone had dropped a sack of money spiders. Or like stamping
on an ants’ nest. 


“Incoming fire,” Sheila said, just as the first bangs hit
the hull.


“Just small arms,” Kat said. She had no idea if it was true. “We
have to get lower and slower.”


She put the shuttle into a dive that took them ahead of the
wheelers but only a hundred meters up. She flared the wings, nose up, to bleed
off speed. Forward velocity dropped and her rate of descent increased. Too
fast. She levelled out a little, resisting the urge to give it more thrust. 


“Broadcast to the Marines on all bands, audio too when we’re close
enough,” Kat said. “Tell them to drive right in the back then slam on the
brakes. The hold is empty.”


“Relaying message, on repeat, all bands.”


Her altitude was okay but she was coming up on them too fast so
she popped the air brakes. The shuttle was coming down right on top of the
Marine’s vehicles, she was going to land on them. She held course, slowing to
match their speed. They were going full pelt downhill, bouncing over the rough
ground, sliding on the slick rock. All the Marines other than the drivers were
turned around and looking up at her. She could imagine their terror, seeing the
undercarriage and the giant landing gear coming down right on top of them. 


“Open the ramp,” she said, hearing her words come out slow and
stretched. 


Using the cameras, she made sure not to drag the lip of the thing
over the Marines. It was a close-run thing. They all ducked, as if that would
help. 


She forced the Lepus down, touching the rear wheels to the ground.
Screeching and banging filled the shuttle as the edge of the ramp dragged on
the stony ground. Ahead, the walls of the canyon closed in and they grew higher
every second. 


The Marines tried to catch up to the ramp but she was going too
fast. Twitching the gear brakes, her warning lights came on, telling her she
was under liftoff speed. 


“Get in,” she said, teeth grinding. “Get fucking in, now.”


One of the vehicles shot up the ramp and, a second later, crashed
into the forward wall of the hold beneath her. She hoped they hadn’t been
killed. 


The other vehicle raced for the ramp but it bounced up and down on
the rocky canyon floor, knocking it higher than the wheels. 


“Come on, come on,” Kat said, watching the giant wall approaching.



“Warning,” Sheila said. “Critical limit reached. Pull
up. Pull up.” The warning lights flashed. 


Kat tapped her brakes and the ETAT smashed into the rim of the
ramp, throwing the vehicle and the Marines inside, the car flipping end over
end.


“Close the ramp,” Kat screamed as she punched the thrust to
maximum and pulled up, hard. The cargo door slammed closed just as the nose
came up, throwing the Marines back. She might have saved them only to kill
them. 


Kill all of them. 


The black wall of the canyon, silhouetted by the setting sun, was
certain death and she was heading right for it. No time to turn. Only to climb.


“Warning. Warning.”


Alright, you stupid prick. Obviously.


“Landing gear up,” Kat said, pulling back and giving it
everything. 


“Brace. Brace. Brace.” Sheila broadcast to everyone in the
shuttle.


Like that will do anything.


It wasn’t enough. They didn’t have enough time, enough thrust,
enough space to make it. Not quite. They were heading for the top of the wall,
three meters too low. They were dead. What else did she have? Main engines were
screwed. Orbital rockets would slam them into the rock faster. Parachutes would
not work. 


“Use RCS! Use all the RCS, push us up!”


The shuttle dumped the reaction control system gases, down to lift
the Lepus and forward to add to their lift. Thrusters were designed for
space and were almost useless in atmosphere, they did almost nothing to change
an atmospheric vehicle.


Kat remembered the landing retro rockets. Rotated them ninety
degrees and slammed her hand on the ignition. 


They clipped the rim of the cliff, the forward gear bay doors
ripping off in an almighty bang. The impact twisted the shuttle, lowering her
right wing down so low she left a strip of paint on a jagged rock. 


She corrected and climbed higher. 


“We did it,” she said to Sheila. “We did it, Doc.” Dr. Fo was
shaking and had his eyes squeezed shut. “Doc, it’s alright. We made it. Are you
crying?”


Sheila intruded, a note of urgency in her voice and speaking
rapidly, as if Kat’s ERANS was still peaking. “Climb to six thousand meters.
Immediately.”


Kat yanked back on the stick, checking the threat warnings.
“Confirmed, ascending to six-K. Do we have incoming fire?”


“No external threats detected. We are now down to one-percent
battery level. If you can reach six thousand meters before the batteries run
dry, we may be able to glide to the outpost airstrip.”


Kat grinned, leaned over to punch Dr. Fo on the arm. “Hear that,
Doc? We’re going to make it.”


“Please,” he said, his voice tiny and quivering. “Please put me
down upon solid ground and you shall have a friend for life.”


“I didn’t know you were afraid of flying, Doc.”


“I never have been. Only since I boarded this particular vessel.”


Kat laughed. “Shit, Doc. Insult me all you want. I’m the best
bloody pilot in the galaxy.” 


 


 
















 


13.


 


“You’re in serious trouble, now,” Cassidy said, his face immobile.
“You do realize, that, don’t you?”


Director Zuma stood next to the Captain in her office, such as it
was. Behind Cassidy, Sergeant Gruger stood against the wall. He was armed.


Upon entering, they had forced Ram to fold himself into a chair so
that he would not be looming over them and making them feel small. Even then,
he felt far too big for the room. 


But he felt tired. Exhausted, even. And he rested as best he could
while they chewed him out.


“You’re finished,” Zuma said, frowning with fake concern. 


“I always resisted allowing you into the Marines,” Cassidy said.
“I told Zhukov and the UNOP Command that you were not Marine material and I was
proven right when you murdered your comrade in arms. And I let myself be
convinced that wiping your memory would be the best thing for the greater good.
For the publicity. For the masses back home that need a hero. But I was wrong.”


“So, let me understand you,” Ram said, yawning. “Your old boss is
dead and you’re cut off from Earth so you’re going against their last orders to
you? Seems a bit presumptuous.”


Cassidy’s face flushed and his mouth drew into a tight line. Zuma
placed her fingers on Cassidy’s arm.


“Your fame, such as it is, can only protect you so far,” Zuma
said. “And this insubordination has proven you have no place in the Marines and
you have nothing to contribute to the scientific community. You are dead weight
here.”


“Even if I’m not a Marine,” Ram said, acting as if speaking those
words didn’t make him feel like crap, “I can still fight. I am useful, I’ve
proven that.”


Cassidy laughed. “You’re a menace. You almost got a group of
Marines killed. You almost caused us to lose our only shuttle. I’ll not have
you fighting anywhere near here. You do more harm than good.”


Zuma nodded. “You forget that we are in control here. We are in
charge. We control the food and water, medical supplies. Everything.”


“Why are you doing this?” Ram asked. “What did I do to you? Is it
because it was me who won in the arena rather than Mael or whoever? I upset
your plans or something?”


Cassidy started to say something but Zuma held up her hand. “You
don’t seem to understand. There is no ulterior motive here. And I do sympathize
with you. But you are, I’m afraid to say, a scientific experiment that led
nowhere. Rather, a prototype that failed. I know Ensign Tseng explained your
history to you but I doubt he knows very much. Your brain was damaged. Dr. Fo
bringing you back in another body always had a high risk of failure. Look at
what happened to Sifa. Such a vibrant young woman, so quick witted and
engaging. Dr. Fo transferred her stored consciousness into the artificial
person clone and what are we left with? You’ve met her, down here in the
outpost. Did she seem like the same person to you? She is a shell of who she
was. She has no sense of humor. No life in her. It’s quite ruined her ability
to fight. All she is now is a gigantic mouth to feed. A bipedal forklift. And
you. You came back as a lunatic. A violent psychopath. Undisciplined and
uncontrollable. I should have you locked up with the wheelhunters.”


“Why don’t you?” Ram’s mouth was dry. He licked his lips. “If I’m
so dangerous.”


“I am a compassionate person. I know you’re trying. But I also
know you’re openly traitorous and so does every other person on this outpost.”


“What about the others?” Ram asked. “My team.”


Cassidy’s mouth twitched. “Same as you. Different reasons, of
course. They have truly demonstrated their lack of worth and no Marine on this
planet is going to want one of those people watching their backs. Tseng is
quarantined and is going to lose his leg, probably. That’s on you. Cooper is so
badly concussed that his brain damage may be permanent. That’s on you, too.
Sergeant Stirling had some psychological problems in the last year or so but
now, thanks to you, he stole a drone and, more importantly, two vital military
vehicles and he will be court martialed. Flores never should have been here and
she’s proved that now. Corporal Fury’s petty thieving has escalated into full blown larceny. I always
hoped that Harris would learn to keep his unconventional behavior under control
but, thanks to your influence, he has become openly insubordinate and there’s
nothing more I can do. I know you thought you were doing something to help.
Frankly, you were lucky that pilot was crazy enough to pick you up. If not for
that, you would all be dead and we would be without our two ETATs.”


Ram had to stand up for himself somehow. “Be that as it may, we
saved one of the abductees. We got an enemy prisoner and we—”


“You see how he says we, now?” Zuma said to Cassidy. “Hoping to spread
the blame.” She glared at Ram. “If you hoped to impress us with your rescued
physicist, I’m afraid you have returned him in a poor state.”


“He’s raving fucking mad,” Cassidy said. “A broken man.”


Zuma wafted a hand. “That remains to be seen. But he is extremely
traumatized. I would never say this but some people might believe Dr. Arthur
might have been better off left where he was.”


Ram shifted in his tiny chair and began to argue. 


“Save it,” Cassidy said. “You will report to Medical in the morning
and they will give you some things to take. These will help you to control your
aggression and your paranoia. It is non-negotiable. Then you will be assigned
to guard duty over the wheeler prisoners in the normal rotation. That will free
up one proper Marine for perimeter duty for one watch per day, so you will
continue to serve a purpose. But if you do anything to risk the people here, I
will have you sedated and chained up, do you understand?”


Ram nodded. “I understand that you unofficially ordered Tseng to
assist us so that you could get rid of us. I just don’t understand why you
would throw away resources like that. A significant portion of your forces.
Surely, it can’t all be incompetence?”


Behind the Captain, Sergeant Gruger stood straighter and flexed
his shoulders. 


But Cassidy’s face fell into blankness. “Whatever lies Ensign
Tseng told, you should disregard.”


“Were you trying to provoke the wheelers into attacking the
outpost again?” Ram asked. “Are you trying to win victory on the ground before
the real soldiers show up on the Sentinel? If you are, that’s insane.
You’ve seen the images of them chasing us as we escaped. There are at least
dozens of wheelers out there, probably hundreds and maybe thousands.”


“Get some rest,” Zuma said. “Then report to Medical, then you will
be on guard duty. Unarmed. But you’re used to that.”


“I’m confused,” Ram said. “Am I still a Marine Corp officer or
not? Are you ordering me in that capacity or is this, like, a favor you’re
asking?” 


 “Just get out, smart ass,” Cassidy said. “While you still can.”


Ram stood, hunching under the low ceiling but doing it suddenly
enough to startle Sergeant Gruger and make Cassidy wary. Ram looked between the
three of them, gave them his best grin, saluted and strolled out, squeezing
through the door.


Those dirty bastards.


 


***


 


“I’m sorry, Sergeant,” Ram said to Stirling.


The big man was out on the perimeter, shoveling a heap of
pulverized stone into sand bags. The trenches and walls all around the outpost
had come a long way in just the day or so since he’d last seen them. Civilians
and Marines worked with the bulldozer, drones and old-fashioned picks and
wheelbarrows. The remnants of the wrecked enemy tanks had finally been removed,
chopped up and dragged away by the drones.


“Not your fault, sir,” Stirling said, without stopping. His armor
was covered in fine black dust.


“You don’t have to keep calling me sir. I think they’ve run me out
of the Marines. If I ever was one in the first place.”


“Far as I’m concerned, sir,” Stirling said, “you confirmed you
were a Marine when you carried Ensign Tseng out of that cave on your shoulder.”


“Well, thank you, Sergeant. But I would have done that for anyone.
I had a civilian on the other shoulder.”


“Exactly, sir,” Stirling said. “Exactly.”


“It makes no sense that Cassidy has you digging. You’re one of the
most experienced veterans here and if the wheelers do come again, we’re going
to need you fresh and ready. You should be in a weapons team. I mean, come on.
You should be in the CIC, advising the Captain.”


Stirling chuckled. “He doesn’t want me anywhere near him. Even
with that bastard Gruger to cover his ass. No, my fighting days were numbered
when I knocked him out.”


Ram hesitated. “You what? When? What are you talking about?”


“Yeah. I knocked him out.” Stirling stepped back while a drone
delivered another bucket of crushed stone to his pile, then he started
shoveling again. “He’ll never tell you, or anyone, I bet but that’s why he
threw me out in the first place. Gruger put the word out that it was about
disobeying an order and my removal from duty was due to mental health issues
because I lost Maria. And yeah, I had been depressed for weeks and everyone
knew it. Cassidy was chewing me out for not doing my duty, for not looking out
for the people in my team, for Flores’ performance being shit. And Cassidy was
mad because someone kept stealing his shit. Taking his personal effects from
his quarters. It was Fury but he didn’t know. Anyway, so he was in my face,
screaming at me, with his spit flying out of his mouth like he was a drill
sergeant and I was a recruit or something. He’d really lost his mind. I don’t
know what came over me but I just clocked him one, right under the ear. Caught
him sweet and he was out like a light.”


“Then what?”


“Then nothing. I checked he was breathing, put him in the recovery
position and went back to work. Then my next psych eval? I’m pulled from active
duty and transferred to the Spaz Squad.”


“Cassidy never pressed charges?”


“Too embarrassed, I guess. The man’s sort of a legend in the
Corps. He probably didn’t want his rep tarnished. I never said anything to
anyone before. Think I’ll tell everyone when I finish my watch, though.”


“Why was he so angry at you? For performance issues?”


“It’s never about the thing it seems to be about, have you noticed
that, sir? My relationship with Maria was against regs, sure. But Sergeant
Major Gruger squealed to Cassidy. Any normal sergeant would let it go. We
weren't bothering anyone. But Gruger never liked that I wasn't scared of him,
wasn’t scared or cowed by Cassidy. When Gruger found out about us, he was so
happy. For days, grinning when he saw me. I didn't know why at the time. But it
was because he had found a way to hurt me. Something to finally use against me.
And Gruger has always been pouring poison into Cassidy’s ear. I don’t know,
neither of them could stand any hint of disloyalty.”


"Why are there so many people like that on the mission? What
was the selection criteria?"


Sergeant Stirling laughed, bitterly. "Two reasons. One is the
nature of our dominant political ideology. TechPrimitivism says that conflict
within groups should be minimized through conflict, or competition with,
out-groups and other groups. What happens when we're isolated out here? There's
no other group to join and no one to compete with. A splinter group can't break
off and start our own tribe or company. Second is the selection process. We are
hundreds of people. We all held it together, were on our best behavior during
selection. But no one is a paragon of virtue all day, every day and some
unsavory people got through. We're on our best behavior most of the time in
life, right? They look back at our personal histories and they can't see what
shit is in our hearts. Conflicts start small and build up. The interwoven
relationships became labyrinthine. Did they know Zuma was a megalomaniac? I
guess they did. And Zhukov was put here to keep her in check, which he did for
a long time. But she's played the long game. She wants to be top dog. As does
Cassidy. He's making a career move. Those people could be kings out here.
Imagine being in command of an outpost all the way out here. Years from Earth.
No one here to challenge your authority. How can this not attract
megalomaniacs? How does it not bring the latent dictator out? In spite of a
lifetime of service, a lifetime of following orders.”


“Is that really what you think they’re up to?”


Stirling shrugged. “I’m willing to bet that’s what you saw, too.
Before they screwed with your memories. I wonder if the two things are related?
Strange sentence for murder, sir, ain’t it?”


What had Sifa said? You are being lied to? He’d thought she was
hinting that he had been awake for ten months but was there more to it? Some
plot he had uncovered?


Did it even matter anymore?


Ram looked around at the people and drones working hard on the
defenses. Above, a few specks circled against the cloudy turquoise sky. Surveillance
microdrones, keeping watch against incursion for kilometers all around. “Do you
think the wheelers will attack again? Tseng was convinced they’re tactically
naive. That the ones on the planet are just civilians or maybe amateurs. You
know, like militia units. That make sense to you?”


“Tseng is a twat but he’s no dummy. We know these guys are slow on
the uptake but when they get rolling, they turn into a right shower of
bastards. Know what I mean?”


“I think I get the gist.” The plain stretched off to the close
black hills and, beyond, to a jagged horizon. “When it all kicks off, we will
have to look out for each other.”


“We, sir?”


“You, me, Harris, Cooper, Flores, Fury. If the others won’t watch
out for us then we need to rely on each other.”


“Sounds good to me. Tell you what, sir. I’ll find the others and
then I’ll find you.”


Ram nodded, looking up at the hills. “They took my weapons,
Sergeant.”


“Aye, sir. I reckon you should get them back.”


 


***


 


“Come in here,” Dr. Rothbard called, poking his head of his lab
door.


“Me?” Ram said, even though there was no one else in the corridor
where he was standing, hunched beneath the ceiling in his armor. “I’m on guard
duty, Doctor.”


“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Rothbard said. “The aliens you are
guarding are within this very room.”


“I know that but I’m not supposed to leave…” The doctor
disappeared back into the lab with the door ajar. “Leave my post.”


Why do I care? I’m not a real Marine. What’s Cassidy going to do
to me?


Ram ducked in through the open door. One half of the laboratory
was sectioned off with floor to ceiling steel bars, 3cm thick, shining puddles
of welding on the floor where the bars touched it. It looked like a sloppy,
rushed job but then, of course it was. Still, he was sure the engineers and scientists
knew what they were doing and that it was perfectly safe.


Behind the bars, two wheelhunter prisoners. 


One large and the other smaller.


The small one was the very same alien that Ram had brought out of
the wheeler lava tube and held onto during the wild escape from the horde of
mad wheelers and their vehicles.


Dr. Rothbard and his team gathered in the other half of the room.


“Rama, please.” Rothbard led Rama away from the humans and the
aliens. “I need to talk to you about your sample.”


“My what?”


Rothbard cleared his throat. “When you returned from your recent
excursion and delivered that—” he pointed at the small wheeler, “—you had a
biological sample in your medical pouch.”


“The blood I scraped from armor I found in the wheeler base. You
tested it? Do you know who it was?”


“It was disgustingly contaminated but yes, I’m afraid it is a
match for Milena.”


His legs wobbled and he leaned on the edge of a bench with one
hand.


I failed. She is dead.


Ram took a shaky breath. “I knew it would be.”


“That’s an illogical thing to say,” Rothbard said, appearing to be
confused. “Purely pessimistic thinking. You had a one-in-five chance of being
correct about who the suit belonged to, assuming you were telling the truth
about your inability to judge its overall size or any distinguishing features
due to the enormous volume of blood and other tissue contained within.”


“Shut up, Doc.”


Rothbard scowled up at him. “I’m sure you’re quite upset but we’ve
all lost friends to these creatures. There’s no need to be rude.” The
xenobiologist placed a hand on Ram’s arm. “May I ask you some questions about
your guest, here?”


They approached the prison, the other scientists making space for
Ram. “You haven’t taken their suits off.”


“Why would I? That might kill them. I don’t want anything to
happen to these wonderful creatures.”


“They’re killers,” Ram said. “You just said so yourself.”


“Aren’t we killers, also?” Dr. Rothbard asked, waving a hand
airily.


“No. They attacked the outpost first. All we’ve done is defend
ourselves.”


The smaller wheeler crouched in the corner, legs and arms folded
in to the central hub. 


“Is my one injured?” 


“We don’t know. We were hoping to ask you some questions about its
behavior prior to being admitted into our custody.”


“Alright.”


Rothbard escorted Ram a few steps back to the other three people
in the room, who were pretending they hadn’t been listening.


“Ram, I don’t know if you know my colleagues Grahams, Soules and
Marshall?” Ram vaguely recognized them all and nodded greetings.  Rothbard
continued. “As you know, our attempts at deciphering their language is
progressing well. We believe we have hundreds of words of vocabulary already.”


“Well,” Dr. Marshall said. She was a stocky woman with a jowly,
old face. Her eyes were a beautiful bright blue. She looked like someone you
should not mess with. “I disagree that we have hundreds. Dozens probably but
we—”


“Dozens?” Dr. Soules said. He seemed young and was very animated.
“The AI has confirmed—”


“The AI confirms or denies what we ask it to,” Dr. Grahams said.
He had a hard look about him, like he was a thug who had thrown on a lab coat.
“If our methodology is wrong then the AI will just be confirming our errors. We
can’t rely on it to do our thinking for us, all it can do is process the—” 


“Oh, here he is,” Dr. Marshall said, turning on him, “explaining
things to me like I’m an infant. You know what you can do with your criticisms?
You can shove them up—”


“Okay!” Rothbard shouted and clapped his hands together. “I am
sorry, Rama Seti. This is not how we do things. But we have not slept much for
many days and we are running out of time to get results. You two, please calm
down. Are we professionals or not?” Rothbard shook his head. “Listen, we have
been showing the alien objects and recording its electromagnetic emissions.
And—”


“Show him,” Dr. Soules said, grinning up at Ram. “Just show him.”


They demonstrated the device they had constructed. A small, flat
black box with a couple of apertures. They took it to the cage with the
wheelers inside. The large one edged forward in response.


It made Ram’s skin crawl to look at it. Everything in him said it
was wrong. He wanted to kill it or run from it. Was that why they had not given
him weapons? They could not trust him to control himself?


The stocky Dr. Marshall held the box while the thuggish Dr.
Grahams flicked open a telescopic pointing stick and pointed it at Dr. Soules.


The box spoke, in a stock male voice. “Human.” Grahams pointed the
stick at a coffee mug. “Receptacle,” the box said. 


“You see,” Rothbard said. “We considered correcting that to say
cup or drinking vessel but they have no mouth or anything like it so we want to
avoid the connotations of consumption that go along with such words, do you
see? Continue.”


Grahams pointed to printed 3D objects that the others brought
over. “Sphere. Pyramid. Cube.”


“I can’t hear anything or see it doing anything,” Ram said. “How
is it saying this stuff?”


Rothbard nodded. “Specialized nodes on the skin, I believe,
emitting radio waves.”


“Radio?” Ram said. “Naturally?”


“Try to keep up, young man,” Rothbard said. “The translator
analyses then converts the radio emissions into English words. And vice versa.”


“You’re talking back to it?” Ram said. “What are you telling it?”


Rothbard waved his hand. “Nothing. We’re just using feedback to
test our translations.”


“Is it listening to us right now?” Ram asked, glancing at the huge
wheeler, squatting and still. As if it was waiting. As if it was paying
attention. 


Rothbard shrugged. “It’s always on, gathering data. We’re getting
closer all the time, every hour. But we struggle with two-way conversation so
we want to have as much data going back and forth as possible.”


“But we have cracked numbers,” Soules said, grinning. 


They brought clusters of sticks and took groups and held them out
while the wheelhunter correctly stated how many there were. The scientists
seemed particularly pleased by that demonstration. 


“Very impressive,” Ram said to the expectant, upturned faces. “I’m
still not sure why you need my help.”


“Well,” Rothbard said, “we are trying to discuss more complex
concepts with it but we’re not sure what commonalities we have with the
creatures. We are attempting to understand their psychology. Their outlook. You
see? Their social organization.”


“And you think I have a special insight because I was inside their
base?”


Rothbard nodded. “Your suit cameras were not operating due to the
alien interference fields. We have reviewed your team’s verbal reports but we
would like to hear further detail from you.”


“Okay,” Ram said, glancing at the aliens just a few meters away
behind the bars. “What do you want to know?”


They all started talking at once but Rothbard shouted them down.
“One of the most fundamental questions we have is regarding this species’
individual variation. You can see it right now, with the larger specimen
captured during the last attack and the smaller one you captured and brought
back with you.”


“Got to stop you already,” Ram said. “I didn’t capture it. That
one came with us voluntarily. I said this in my report.”


The scientists looked at each other. “We wondered if you could
clarify,” Marshall said. “We wondered if perhaps you were speaking
metaphorically.”


“What?” Ram said. “No, it was locked up. It was a prisoner and it
helped us to find the physicist and then it escaped with us, all by itself. It
was only when we came out of the shuttle on the airstrip that Sergeant Gruger
had his team jump on it and tie it up and then they dragged it back here. It
didn’t even resist them while they were beating the shit out of it.”


“Indeed,” Dr. Rothbard said. “It is a remarkable specimen.
Different from any of the others I have dissected and examined. Different,
certainly from the other living specimen that we have in custody.” He gestured
at it.


“Physically different? Other than being smaller?”


The scientists laughed, to varying degrees. 


“For one thing, the skin of this creature has a distinctly reddish
hue, rather than the typical yellow.”


Ram looked at it. “It’s encased in one of those suits. How can you
tell?”


“It allowed us to temporarily remove a portion of the covering
garment they wear for environmental protection. Lord knows, we have unfastened
dozens of them from the corpses left upon the battlefield. This one has red
skin.”


“Alright,” Ram said. “And what is the significance of that?”


The scientists exchanged looks. 


“We don’t know,” Marshall said. 


“Not yet,” Soules said, smiling. 


“Could be anything,” Grahams said. “Pigmentation could be genetic.
Probably is. Then again, perhaps the effect is due to some chemical that was
given to the creature as part of the experiment. Perhaps, even, as an
unintended consequence of said experiment.”


“What experiment?” Ram asked. 


Dr. Rothbard scratched his chin. “Our hypothesis, based on the
reports and our investigations of the red specimen, is that this friend you
returned with is the victim of a scientific experiment.”


“Victim?” Ram said.


“He was locked away, was he not?” Rothbard said. “Suggests he was
not a willing participant. And his skin appears to have a new type of bulbous
organ of unknown purpose but of known origin. You see, it has human DNA.”


Ram thought he had misheard. “I’m not a scientist or anything but
that doesn’t seem exactly—”


“Credible?” Grahams said.


“Possible?” Marshall said.


“Exactly,” Ram said. “Someone once told me that alien DNA and
human DNA cannot be mixed? That it was not even conceivably possible.”


Dr. Rothbard raised his hands. “That is true, yes. But the organs
do not appear to be integrated with the rest of the organism in any way other
than the blood supply.”


Marshall scoffed. “It is far too early to make such conclusions.
We will need—”


Rothbard turned on her. “Who in the Hell said anything about
conclusions?”


“Who’s DNA is it?” Ram said. “Is it Milena’s?”


“No,” Soules said. “Doubtful, although it is possible. She was my
first thought, in fact. And then you were.”


“Me?”


“But I widened the database search and got a closer match. There
was a man who fought in the arena, the first human to go up against a wheeler
in a fight. A man named Raphael Santos. They called him Onca. Do you remember
him?”


“Vaguely,” Ram said. “He was a normal human so he got torn to
pieces.”


Soules nodded. “Seems like one of those pieces got taken away by
the wheelhunter and they did something with it. They’ve had decades.”


Grahams grunted. “Seems fitting.”


The others nodded their heads. 


“Fitting?” Ram asked. “How so?”


Grahams spoke for them.  “Well, because a large portion of your
own genetic makeup was taken from Raphael Santos. And, of course, Milena was
one of his descendants.”


“What?” Ram said. “She’s what? She and I were related?”


“Yes,” Grahams said. 


“No, no,” Soules said. “Only in the sense that we are all related.
You are like her great uncle thrice removed. And your DNA was heavily edited.
You and she simply shared a distant, somewhat artificial ancestry.”


“Oh.”


“Did no one explain that to you?”


Ram laughed. “I’m not sure. My memory isn’t what it used to be.”
He shrugged. “Maybe it is. I don’t know.”


“Did you get a sense that the alien knew who you were? As an
individual?”


“I have no idea how I would know that. No. I don’t know.”


Dr. Rothbard pursed his lips. “In your report, you mentioned a red
substance in the valley outside the alien HQ. A bacterial mass was how you
described it. And you also reported within the lava tube, and I quote, some
frothy red stuff bubbling in a cauldron. Could they be the same substance?”


“No idea,” Ram said. “I suppose so. Do you think it might be the
same reason it’s skin is red?”


“No,” Grahams said. 


“Yes,” Soules said. “Here is what I think it might be. Listen, we
are attempting to modify our Earth species to be able to thrive in this
environment. Well, what if the aliens are doing the same? But not only are they
seeding the planet with their own simple life forms, they are engineering their
own people so they can respirate efficiently and cope with the UV light.”


“You’re reaching,” Marshall said. 


“Am I?” Soules said. “I think it fits perfectly and I think my
hypothesis is perfectly testable. So, we will see. Anyhow, it is simpler and
more comprehensive than anything any of the rest of you have come up with.”


That seemed to shut them up. “If you’ve got it all figured out,”
Ram said. “I’ll just be outside at my post.”


“No, no, no,” Dr. Rothbard said. “We would like you to converse
with it. Use the translator. We think it is far more likely to speak to you
than any of us. And it is far more likely to be friendly with us, unlike this
big yellow bastard who attacked us with its weapons and is here against its
will.”


“I don’t think it will—”


Behind them, the flimsy door burst open and Sergeant Gruger strode
in. Ram’s heart sank further when Captain Cassidy stomped in after him, his
face thunder.


Why can’t they just leave me alone?


Their armor was covered in that fine, twinkling rock dust so they
had come straight from reviewing the new defenses.


“Seti,” Cassidy shouted as they shouldered their way through the
benches heaving with equipment. “Why in God’s name are you not at your post?
You are a God damned joke. How you could have ever harbored the ambition to
become a Marine when you are unable to perform the simplest, easiest of
duties?”


Did I ever want to be a Marine? I don’t remember. What am I, then?
Am I a Marine or not? Am I an officer or not? Do I need to follow orders? 


He knew by now that arguing or saying anything would merely make
things worse. It was what they wanted you to do so they could chew you out
further. 


Ram said nothing. 


“Ah, I’m afraid that’s entirely my fault, Captain,” Rothbard said,
holding his hands up in supplication. “I asked Mr. Seti here to assist us with
our research. In fact, I insisted.”


Cassidy’s eyes were flint when he turned on the scientist. “With
respect, Doctor, he does not follow your orders. He should follow mine. Sadly,
he has done nothing but demonstrate he is fundamentally incapable of doing so.
Now, Dr. Rothbard and colleagues. I must ask you to evacuate this area while we
deal with the prisoners.”


Rothbard stared at Cassidy. “Deal with? Do you mean interrogate
them? We are making remarkable progress with the translator. Progress that
might just mean a Nobel Prize in our futures. It is wildly beyond any of our
most optimistic predictions. But I think a meaningful interrogation is beyond
our current capability. Perhaps in a day or two, we could struggle through into
abstract concepts but that was why I asked Rama here in because we need to
consider the culture of the creatures in order to—”


“Dr. Rothbard,” Cassidy said, his voice shutting the other man up
as abruptly as the slamming of an iron door. “We are going to kill them.”


Over the heads of the Marines and the scientists, both wheelers
stirred. 


“You can’t,” Rothbard said, his face flushing. “You damned brute,
you can’t.”


Gruger slid forward, a hand close to his side arm. “Steady now,
Mr. Rothbard, sir. Let’s not get emotional.”


Rothbard scowled. “Excuse me, Sergeant. I am having a
discussion with your superior.”


“There is no discussion to be had,” Cassidy said. “These creatures
are in my custody and you have been allowed to perform your experiments on them.
And now they will be destroyed.”


“But why?” Marshall asked. “What has changed?”


“They are massing for an attack once more. Our drones detected
them assembling in the hills. More than ever before.” Cassidy sighed and Ram
saw for a moment how the man was exhausted. His eyes were raw, wild. The
captain blinked and his poker face was back again. “And the alien ship in
orbit. According to the shuttle pilot and the calculations run by the AI, it
won’t be long now before it swings back around to a close orbit of the planet.
The battle between it and the Sentinel will happen soon, if it hasn’t
already. Any enemy ship in orbit could bombard our position and wipe us out in
a single strike.”


Dr. Rothbard looked around at everyone. “Yes? And? Is this not
precisely the same situation we have been in these last few days?”


“But now it’s crunch time, sir. And we do have one new guest to
consider.” Cassidy gestured to Ram and nodded at the smaller alien. “This one
came home with him. And your tests on it have caused some of us to feel
considerable concern.”


Rothbard looked offended. “How so?”


“It is, may I say, fucking disturbing. It may be a spy. It may
have some vile purpose that you people missed in your examinations. I will not
risk the fact that it may be dangerous.”


The scientists collectively objected and the Marines tried to
shout them down.


Ram watched the wheelers. Both squirmed and writhed.


He stepped up to the warring groups, looking down on them. “Is the
translator still broadcasting to the aliens?” he asked. 


No one appeared to hear him. The big wheeler stood up taller.


“Excuse me,” Ram said, wishing they had allowed him to retain at
least his sword. “The aliens appear to be—”


He recognized the attack when it occurred. It was the same as in
the lava tube. A piercing agony that gripped the muscles and filled the ears
with ringing. Blinded and in pain, the people fell, muscles spasming. Behind
the bars of its cage, the large alien wrapped clawed hands around the steel,
braced itself with the enormous feet. Ram found himself on one knee, his vision
smeared.


The wheeler pried the bars open until one broke off.


Then another. 


Ram tried to step up to it but his muscles would not obey him and
all he could do was watch through blurred sight while the wheeler ripped the
scientists apart. It sliced their heads and necks open with the huge claws and
dark blood sprayed over everyone, as high as the ceiling and showering the
Marines in shining red.


The monstrous creature reached down with one powerful hand to
seize Captain Cassidy’s neck armor. The captain fought to bring up his sidearm
but his hands were shaking.


With the other clawed hand, the alien speared Cassidy’s head under
the jaw and lifted it up, crunching bone and popping ligaments, skin, and veins
as they stretched and ripped apart. It tore the captain’s head from his body,
the skull thudded on the ceiling and bounced away. 


Gruger writhed on the floor, sliding in the pool of blood as the
wheeler ran over him, squashing him beneath its footpads and rising into its
full height.


Ram fought his muscles even as they shook beneath him. The soles
under his feet struggled to grip in the hot, stinking blood.


Somehow, Ram got to his feet.


He stood just in time to throw his hands up and grab the clawed
hands that whipped in toward his face. Ram leaned on the alien’s arms and held
fast to them. Its claws flicked and scraped on his armor at the shoulders and
around his gorget.


But he was weak and half blinded and his limbs would not obey. Ram
slipped and went down on one knee while the monster forced him down further,
forced him to the slick floor. One of the claws scraped through the skin on the
top of his head, spilling his own blood down his face. 


This is it. Some soldier I turned out to be. 


The wheeler exploded in a shower of guts and blood, splattering
over him. Its giant corpse fell on him, giant limbs collapsing into a bundle
within its alien exosuit. 


Its terrible electromagnetic discharge ended just as abruptly as
its life. The disabling effects switched off and Ram dragged himself free of
the oppressive weight that leaked thick, stinking gore. He swiveled his head,
searching for his savior, expecting to see Marines in the room with smoke
drifting from the barrels of their guns. 


Instead, it was the other wheeler standing there, the small one.
The one he had rescued from the lava tube. In upright wheel configuration.


It held a wheeler pistol in its hand. 


Ram froze.


The alien placed the weapon back on the workbench and rolled
slowly back through the twisted, broken cage and settled itself in the corner. 


 


 
















 


14.


 


Kat slipped into the
back of the hall while that mad bitch, Director Zuma was banging on to the
assembled masses. The shuttle was almost ship shape but it was irritating to be
summoned to the assembly while there was real work still to be done. But people
liked meetings, for some reason. Meetings, group discussions. It was like a
sickness that some people were unable to shake off. Meetings were a way to
defer, diffuse or deflect cowardly individuals from taking decisions. Meetings
were the opposite of action. 


But, she was an officer in the UNOP Navy. So, she attended, as
requested.  


“The wheelhunters are massing once again, yes,” Zuma was shouting
out to the mumbling crowd. “But we have time. We know they advance slowly,
methodically. Once this meeting is concluded, however, we shall all take our
posts, yes.”


A voice shouted. “What about the alien already inside? We can’t
have one loose, even if some of you are treating it like a pet! What’s to stop
it doing what the other one did?”


Around the hall, a few voices were raised in support of the
general sentiment. 


“The remaining alien prisoner is under control,” Zuma said. “It is
safely contained. And it was that alien that killed the other one and saved
Rama Seti’s life in the process.”


The giant loomed at the side of the hall, at the front. His eyes
were staring at nothing, a thousand yards away. Kat had seen the look plenty of
times, most of those times were recent. Maybe half the people in the hall had
the same look. But they weren’t covered in dried blood, like Ram was. His short
black hair was thick with clots and his armor was caked in flaky, brown blood. 


“Now,” Zuma continued, “the most senior military officer is
Lieutenant Tseng.” 


Around her, Kat heard the grumbles and murmuring about the man’s
suitability. While the Marines officer limped onto stage, the crowd muttered
questions about his ability, physically and mentally, and Zuma’s judgment for
backing him.


“Yes,” Lieutenant Tseng said as he dragged himself upright. “I am
the ranking officer on the planet. And I am now in command of the defenses. We
have lost Captain Cassidy. Sergeant Gruger survived the attack but is gravely
injured. But please, everyone, do not despair. We are as strong tonight in arms
and physical defenses as we were this morning and we shall fight off this next
attack successfully. You all know the tactical situation. To those of you
civilians who volunteered to bear arms, we all thank you. Our medical support
teams are fully prepared. You who will carry ammunition to where it is needed
and relay messages between fire teams will do so courageously, I have no
doubt.”


He stopped, looking around as if searching for what to say next. 


Kat winced. No doubt. It was a poor choice of words to end
on. It was everyone’s doubt about Tseng that was the problem. She wondered if
he would avoid it or address it. 


“You were expecting Captain Cassidy to lead you into this battle.
We all were. But the UNOP Marine Corps is not about any one man or woman.”
Tseng looked at face after face in the room, as if he was attempting to make
eye contact with all of them. “You were each chosen for the mission for a
reason. You are experts in your field, you are dedicated. You are creative
problem solvers. Amongst the best that humanity has ever produced. And the
Marines here are no different. Every private, corporal and sergeant on this
outpost knows their business and each of them will do whatever is necessary to
keep this outpost secure. The plan is good. We are well supplied. Now, all we
need do is to each play our part and we will secure this planet for humanity
against our enemy.”


No one spoke. No one cheered their new military leader, which, as
far as Kat was concerned, might be a worry. Then again, no one chucked anything
at the man, so that was something, at least.


Kat wished she could somehow bring Sheila to these things. It made
sense to limit the breadth of data that AIs had access to but it would have
been entertaining to have Sheila’s insights and comments. Even the new version
of Sheila with the savaged memories would be better than standing at the back,
alone, listening to adults needing to be reassured, as if they were children.
What the civilians needed was for someone to stroke their hair while whispering
that everything was going to be alright.


“However,” Lieutenant Tseng said, raising a finger, “we are
ultimately relying on Admiral Howe’s Stalwart Sentinel defeating the
alien ship, in orbit. And, as many of you know, we have information about the
enemy’s attack on the Victory that might just save the Sentinel
from the same fate. And you also know, without our satellites and due to the
continuing wheelhunter interference, we are unable to send a signal. And that
is why we must deliver a person. A person who can hand over the data to Admiral
Howe. Is Lieutenant Xenakis here?”


Kat was only half listening but woke to the mention of her own
name. She opened her mouth to respond but someone elsewhere spoke instead. 


“She’s out fixing up the shuttle.”


Zuma sighed. “That woman was ordered to attend,” she said to
Tseng, clearly audible to everyone in the hall. 


“I’m bloody well here, ain’t I?” Kat shouted. 


You old bitch. 


She managed to bite off the end of her sentence before she spoke
it. No need to go full throttle with such little provocation. 


Her spoken words got a pretty good laugh, at least. Over
everyone’s head, she saw Rama Seti chuckling and casting an evil glance at the
Director. 


“Ah, good,” Zuma said, with a magnanimous tone and a shit-eating
grin. “What is the state of the shuttle? Are you ready to lift off?”


“Lift off?” Kat said. The people in front of her shuffled aside to
make a space. All faces turned toward her. “The shuttle is fully operational.
Batteries enough to get us through the atmosphere, fuel to get us to orbital
velocity and fast enough to intercept the Sentinel. In theory. I will
leave immediately after I finish here.”


“What about passengers?” A voice called out. A familiar voice.
“Evacuees?” 


“Is that you, Dr. Ahmar?” Kat shouted, chuckling. “Surely, the
Head of Planetary Science would rather stay on the surface of an actual planet?
Are you trying to sneak back on to my shuttle when the last time you were on
it, you attempted to hijack it and murder me? Sir, you will never board any
shuttle of mine.”


Zuma shouted the noise down. “Alright, alright. How many people
can you carry out, Lieutenant?”


“It’s not about how many, it’s how much. I can get into orbit
fully laden but we just don’t know how much delta-V we’ll need to rendezvous
with the Sentinel. I suppose I can take two tons or so. Say, twenty
people, with some light personal equipment?”


The giant, Rama Seti spoke. His voice rumbled through the room.
“May I make a proposal?” The eyes turned to him. “The Lieutenant’s journey is
one of necessity. One of vital strategic importance. Right? The secret needed
to defeat the wheeler ship. What if we also had the secret to defeat the
wheeler civilization?”


Silence. 


“What are you talking about?” Zuma said. “If you have something of
that value, simply share it now and—”


“The wheelhunter prisoner,” Seti said. “The one in the biology
lab. It should go on the shuttle, to the Sentinel.”


His suggestion did not go down especially well with most people in
the hall. Kat had to hand it to the man. Seti had a distinct lack of social
finesse. She could empathize.


“No way that monster gets to leave while we have injured humans
who need it more. Who would we be if we favored our enemies over our own
people?”


“That thing would take the place of five of us. More, even. How much
does it weigh?”


Seti stayed silent while they argued. 


“Thank you for your comments,” Zuma said, shouting them down. “I’m
sure we can all agree, then, that the lives of our own people are worth more
than the imagined value of this prisoner. I believe we have eight wounded who
require evacuation. That leaves a few other spaces. We will not draw lots. I
will choose those who can no longer assist this outpost while it is so
threatened with attack.”


“If I may!” the ancient Dr. Fo hobbled up to the front. His
scrawny neck poking out of his EVA suit like a tortoise peeking out of its
shell. “If I may, Director Zuma. Far be it for me to attempt to dictate
policy—” A number of people in the hall laughed at this. “—but I must say,
madam, that I strongly disagree with your conclusions. I have been reviewing
Dr. Rothbard’s data and examining Red.”


“Red? What is that?” Zuma looked shocked. “Did you name the
alien?”


“There is a rather long serial number assigned to the specimen,”
Dr. Fo chuckled, shaking his head. “No idea why. Yes, I have been referring to
it as Red, due to the reddish-brown hue of its skin color. It is a highly
unusual individual. Drastically different to the others we have found. It has
unusual physical properties that may reveal the alien strategy with respect to
the entire war. I’m afraid we must send the animal, alive, to the Sentinel.
As Rama Seti says, this is of prime importance. It may help our species defeat
theirs.” The audience was silent. 


“And I suppose,” Zuma said, smirking, “you need to go with it. So
that you can explain this importance to the scientists in the fleet?”


Dr. Fo scowled. “I have no wish for a place on the shuttle. I have
full confidence in the skills of our Marines and those of us who will bear
arms. We will defeat the enemy. And if I personally fall in the assault, I care
nothing of that. I am immensely old. But I will only die happy if I know that
the red alien is on its way to the Sentinel.”


Lieutenant Tseng stepped forward. “It’s not safe. Our priority
must be the data. If that creature gets loose or in some way interferes with
the shuttle, it would defeat the primary purpose for the flight.”


“True,” Dr. Fo said. “So, send Rama Seti to protect the shuttle.”


The crowd complained that Seti weighed as much as four normal humans
so he was taking up even more valuable space that would be denied to the
injured and others who might escape. 


Through it all, Rama Seti stayed silent. Watching. Kat saw him
exchange glances with the woman giant, Sifa, across the room. What passed between
them, she couldn’t say. Maybe a look of farewell between two people who had
died once already. 


While they were arguing, the alarms sounded. In just a few
seconds, the word spread through the frightened crowds.


“We’re under attack. The wheelers are here.”


 


***


 


“To your posts,” Lieutenant Tseng shouted, his voice barely
audible over the shouting. 


Rama Seti’s thunderous voice repeated the order. “To your posts.
Now.” So loud it hurt her ears. Kat pushed her way through the people, their
faces and voices expressing their shock at the sudden assault. 


Where anyone got their information, she had no idea but as she
squeezed through them she heard two pieces of information that chilled her. 


The first. “They have air support. They have Whipsaw drones in the
air.”


And the other. “They’re under the ground. They’re coming up from
under the ground, right behind our defenses.”


Was it true? Was it just panic?


All she wanted to do was to reach her shuttle and take off before
it was too late but she needed to confirm her orders with Director Zuma and
Lieutenant Tseng.


There was someone coming for her. A giant, shoving people aside
with ease and making a route for her to the front. 


“Lieutenant Seti,” Kat shouted as she reached him. “Where are
they?”


Ram looked down at her, smiling as if they were not being overrun.
“Call me Ram, Lieutenant.”


“Sorry, and I’m Kat. Where are they?”


“Slipped out that way,” he pointed at the corner door. “I think
you need to get to your shuttle and get out of here. I’ll try to bring the wheeler
prisoner. Sifa is going to get some of the injured to you, I’ll bring some more
if there’s time. But you go as soon as you can. Don’t wait for us. It’s too
important that you complete your mission.” 


Kat nodded. “Agreed. Alright. Be quick.”


“Same to you,” he said. “I’m going to find my weapons first.”


“Probably a good idea.”


“Ah, hold on, he’s here. I have someone to help you. Sergeant
Stirling?”


Stepping forward, the huge Marines Sergeant was armed to the
teeth. “Sir?”


“You must see that the Lieutenant here gets to her shuttle. It’s
more important than anything else. You understand?”


“I’ll get her there, sir.”


Ram turned and strode away, ducking through the door that lead to
the interior of the outpost. 


“Sir?” the Sergeant said to her. “Would you like to follow me to
your shuttle?”


“Er,” Kat said, as the sound of explosions rocked the walls and
ceiling above. “Yes, please.”


 


***


 


All she needed was to put on her helmet and she was ready to
follow Sergeant Stirling out into the chaos of the attack. 


The usual wheeler interference had suppressed their communications
and many of their technological systems. Kat prayed to Fate that her shuttle
would be shielded enough. That Sheila would be alright, safe nestled within the
electronic guts of the cockpit.


Of all the people chasing about one way or the other in response
to whatever the hell was going on, it was only the sergeant and herself who
waited inside the southern airlock while it cycled. The airlocks might soon
become entirely redundant if the outpost was repeatedly breached again. Impacts
and dull explosions rocked the structure around them. The sergeant’s face was
impassive inside his helmet, seemingly unconcerned by the fact that the
building could come down around them at any moment. Unconcerned but not
oblivious. Not unready. He held his battle rifle as if prepared to snap it up
and start firing at any moment. Kat knew nothing about ground combat but she
knew professional competence when she saw it.


“What do we do when it opens, Sergeant Stirling?” Kat asked. 


“If there’s wheelers between us and your shuttle,” he said. “I’ll
probably have to kill them. All that matters is you get through to your
shuttle. Can you run in your flight suit, sir?”


“I can.” She fished in her drug pouch and took out her final doses
of epinephrine. “I’ll use these if I have to.”


He looked confused. “Yes, sir.”


The outer door alarm sounded and the Marine stepped in front of
her, raising his weapon. “Stay low, sir.”


“Sure thing.”


It hissed open, revealing the black landscape beyond, all churned
up with defensive trenches and banks, sandbagged positions and a pair of
automated turrets, both firing bursts at an unseen enemy.


Beyond it all, perfectly framed, was her shuttle. Facing down the
airstrip, just waiting for her to climb in and fly into that beautifully clear
turquoise sky. 


“Stay here,” the sergeant said and stepped out, covering the left
and right, and then turning to sweep the roof above them with his weapon. “Come
on, sir and stay close behind me. Within arm’s reach of my ass but don’t hold
on to me. Stay low.”


“Right behind you,” she said, fighting a mad urge to pinch his
ass. Anyway, he wouldn’t have felt anything in his armor.


Kat followed him out, bending at her waist while they advanced
into the trench system. It was narrow and just a meter deep. The thinking was
that humans could use them but they would be too small for the wheelers. She
glanced out but could see very little. Above her, Sergeant Stirling stood tall,
weapon facing the hills. The same direction that the pair of turrets fired. All
she could see of them now was the long muzzle flashes. 


Behind her, the outpost resounded to the bangs of concussive
blasts and the vibration of machinery. Battle rifles and autoturrets fired and
the strange crackling fizz of the alien weapons filled the air. 


“Sir,” the Marine said, slowing to a stop. “We’re going to wait
here for a moment.” He crouched and she hunkered down behind his bulk. 


Kat was about to ask what the problem was when the nearby turrets
stopped firing bursts over her head at the hills. They started again a couple
of seconds later. Firing on full auto. Firing toward her shuttle.


“What the fuck are they doing?” she shouted. “They’ll kill my
shuttle.”


“Enemy infantry units moving in from the south,” Stirling said
without turning around. “Turrets killed or injured two in that first burst.
There are four to six units pinned down between us and our objective. The
turrets are not hitting your shuttle.”


“But what about, you know, ricochets or whatever?”


“Yes, sir. We’re at the edge of the trench system here. They only
have a slight depression providing their cover so I’ll advance under the cover
of the turrets and kill the enemy. Give me a minute head start then have a
look. I may not be able to come back for you so you’ll have to make your own
way in. Keep low, keep moving. Good luck, sir.”


He climbed out of the trench with an unexpected gracefulness and
was gone, up into the hail of slugs and plasma fire. 


Kat’s ERANS, humming away at a low level, crept up into a higher
state. She felt like an idiot for leaving her PDA on the shuttle. The lack of
her fully automatic weapon might mean the end of her life. And the end of her
life might mean the information never getting to the Sentinel. At least
she had left the Victory’s combat data block in the shuttle and had left
Sheila with orders to make for the fleet without Kat, if it came to it. The
shuttle’s AI would not do so unless it was clear that all the humans in the
outpost had been killed and the Lepus itself was at risk of critical
damage. 


Setting up those criteria had been just good practice when she had
done it. Covering the bases. The horror of the looming fact of the fulfilment
of those criteria crept up her spine, sending her ERANS up a notch. 


Had it been a minute since the sergeant had gone? 


She peeked over the lip of the bank at the edge of the trench. The
top of her head itched while she waited for a slug to smash through her helmet
into her brain. wheelers swarmed up ahead, rolling toward her, shooting their
weapons at the outpost while rounds came back at them. Something was there,
right on top of her. Coming right at her. 


Stirling jumped down into the trench, flowing in slow motion and
falling at her feet onto his back, weapon pointed up and his face contorted in
an animal snarl. 


Without seeing or hearing it, she knew it was coming. Kat ducked
just as the wheeler pursuing the sergeant rolled into view above and Stirling
opened up on it. The rounds blowing its center mass to pieces. The shower of
blood rained down on them but the dying wheeler tumbled over them into a
twitching heap in the trench behind. 


“Too many,” Stirling said as he got to his knees. “They’re being
reinforced from that flank.”


Oh shit. I shouldn’t be doing this. I’m just a pilot.


“I have to go anyway,” Kat said. Speaking with the ERANS running
so hot was like dragging her voice behind her on a chain. “I will make a run
for it.”


Sergeant Stirling nodded but looked miserable. “I’ll cover you as
best I can,” he said. “But you’ll have to run faster than a bullet.”


She laughed, bitterly and readied herself. At least the ERANS
would give her a better chance than a normal person would have.


Her ERANS could give her more, if she had any to give.


“Wait,” she said, tearing open her med pouch. There was a way to
give herself more of a chance. If she could keep herself sane, stay focused. If
her heart could keep up. Kat clicked three of her four remaining epinephrine
doses into her suit feed.


“Don’t, sir,” Stirling said, shocked. “That’s an OD. Your heart—”


“Let’s go,” Kat said, clenching her teeth and spraying spit on the
inside of her helmet while she spoke. The adrenaline surged through her system
and the ERANS stepped up and up and up. When she reached the maximum effects
that she had ever felt, the pressure continued to build and the speed of
everything around her slowed further. 


She watched her suited hands where they crunched into the
pulverized rock gravel at the edge of the trench, saw individual grains
skittering over the backs of her gloves, bouncing in miniature avalanches
between her splayed fingers. 


Her vision juddered in a strong nystagmus as the adrenaline sent
the muscles around her eyes into tremors and the world shook side to side.


Chains of bullets streamed by her on either side. She stayed low
as she came out of the shelter of the defenses and picked her route ahead.
There were eleven wheelhunters up and moving ahead of her, plus about five more
dead or dying on the ground. The aliens moved in fire teams, small groups and
her path through them to her shuttle was clear. 


She powered through, pumping her arms and legs as her soles fought
for grip on the loose ground. All the whispered legends from UNOP flight school
came back to her, the stories of the pilots who overdosed on their stims and
elevated their ERANS so high that they overstretched their muscles, tendons or
bones. Those fanciful tales felt suddenly real as she sprinted closer to the
aliens.


Her arms whipped back and forth so hard she thought she might pop
a shoulder out of its socket. Her feet hit the ground so hard it was as though
she could feel the bone in her heel cutting through the flesh and skin of her
sole. Would she run so hard she would shatter her shins or even a femur? More
likely, her heart would weaken, rupture and fail before she got that far. She
clenched her jaw so hard she feared her teeth would crack. Her blood thudded in
her ears and her breathing was hard and fast, frigid air burning her throat as
the suit respirators struggled to keep up with her metabolism. It seemed like
there was smoke everywhere. Was there a fire or was it just accumulated debris
from all the weapon impacts? 


The wheelers closed on her. Moved to cut her off while they kept
firing and Kat ducked and dodged, leaping over a low wall of sandbags as if on
winged feet and hanging in the air. Changing direction abruptly as she landed,
the ground in front erupted in a cloud of black shards. Those razor-sharp
pieces cascaded over her and Kat prayed they would not lacerate her flight
suit. 


A wheeler appeared as if from nowhere, right in front of her and
reaching a giant claw at her face. The wicked claws big and terrible enough to
crush her helmet and tear her to shreds. She checked her run and ducked under
the alien’s savage blow but watched in horror as it brought a plasma pistol to
bear on her. It was so close that it could not miss and she did not have
anywhere to hide. All she could do was throw herself to the side and hope. 


The wheeler got hit. A series of slugs hammered into it, thudding
through its suit, its skin, smacking into the hub and the legs and dropping the
huge creature as she ran right by it. 


All of a sudden, the route ahead was clear. No wheelers between
her and the big, beautiful shuttle sitting on the runway and shining under the
light of an alien sun. Sanctuary. Home. 


Still, every step she expected a stray bullet or ball of plasma to
hit her between the shoulder blades and she did not feel safe until she stormed
up the ladder and threw herself into her cockpit and fell to her knees,
fighting to stay conscious while everything whirled. When she dragged herself
to her feet and fell into the chair, her hands shook so hard that she could not
operate the control panels and she fought to catch her breath enough to speak. 


“Hello, Kat,” Sheila said, affecting a concerned tone of
voice. “It appears that the shuttle is in danger. Preparations for launch
are complete. Would you like to lift off now?”


Kat shook her head, her eyes screwed shut and sucking in air.
“No,” she managed. “No. Wait. Hold.”


“Holding confirmed.”


Kat’s ERANS stepped down as she relaxed and already she could feel
the hangover starting. She would need to dose herself to get through the next
few minutes, and the next few hours and perhaps even days, depending where the Sentinel
was. Her PDA was in the box next to her seat and she took it to the doorway to
provide cover for Sergeant Stirling. 


He wasn’t the only one heading to the Lepus. 


A dozen wheelers were within range of her short-barreled weapon,
all on the tail of the sergeant. His armor was damaged and he limped
drastically but was keeping a remarkably fast pace. Kat took aim at the
wheelers and opened up in bursts, one after the other. An alien fell after her
second burst. Then another and a third before she had to swap her magazine. She
cursed herself and her terrible aim and the absurd rate of fire of the stupid,
bloody weapon.


That was when Stirling fell. Two rounds of alien plasma hit him on
the side and he went down. Close enough that she heard his scream of agony
through the comms system as he fell. 


Kat tried to stop the rest of them but they closed on the
sergeant. Stirling shot from the ground, taking out two more before the last
group surrounded him, their weapons out and ready. 


Were they going to take him prisoner? Or did they just want to
kill him with their bare hands? She fired the rest of her ammo at them. Plasma
rounds hit her shuttle and she ducked back inside, sprawling on the floor. She
forced herself to get to her knees and look out. Kat had no desire to see the
sergeant torn apart but she had to do something. Throw rocks, shout at them,
something, anything. 


She felt it before she heard it. The regular, deep sound of the
large caliber weapon firing. The tight grouping of wheelers standing over Sergeant
Stirling blew apart as the slugs tore into them. The aliens were even hit with
repeated plasma rounds, the smoking bursts burning through the creatures like
butter. The aliens rolled away in panic but the steady firing continued, cutting
them down before they could escape.


Her first thought was that it was a turret or a drone, perhaps.
But a blast of wind tore away the dense smoke between her and the outpost.


Rama Seti strode up out of the trench and marched down the bank,
firing obliquely into the wheelers with his machine gun. Absurdly, he had a
human slung over each shoulder—a Marine on one and a civilian on the other.


Beside him, a wheeler rolled forward at the same pace, shooting a
plasma pistol in each hand at the other aliens. 


“What the fuck,” Kat whispered. Many times, she had hallucinated
following a drug overdose. But those momentary delusions were never anything
close to what she was seeing now.


Rama strode forward, his long legs driving him on. He stooped to
grab the wounded sergeant and he dragged the man by the back straps of his
webbing. Seti pulled a barely-conscious Stirling in a sort of seated position
with his ass in the air and his ankles bouncing on the ground. Stirling, facing
backward, fired single shots into the smoke and dust that obscured the outpost.


Behind them and the wheeler, two more Marines emerged carrying a
civilian on a stretcher and then a third Marine came on with a civilian limping
beside him, an arm around his neck. A forth with a sniper rifle took up the
rear, turning and firing every few paces at the aliens wheeling out of the
drifting smoke. 


“Sheila, open the ramp. We have visitors.” 


Kat ran down the hatch and into the hold as the ramp descended and
the group came into view, their weapons firing at enemies unseen. She stood at
the lip until it touched down then helped the stretcher bearers in with the
wounded civilian, directing them to use the straps to tie it fast to the floor.
The walking wounded civilian slumped against a Marine. 


“Get her upstairs and into a passenger chair,” Kat shouted at the
Marines. Someone unconscious and on their back on a stretcher would be okay but
there was no telling what g’s she would have to pull once in the air and the
walking wounded needed to be in reclining in a reentry chair.


The wheeler waited at the lip with the Marine sniper, firing over
and over. Stirling sat on his ass, leaned back on the edge of the ramp,
shooting his battle rifle.


“Whipsaw drone, incoming,” Sergeant Stirling shouted.


Incoming fire splashed against her shuttle. Every impact made Kat
shudder and pray for no damage. 


The Marines helped remove the wounded men from Rama Seti’s
shoulders who were lashed down to the giant’s webbing with weapon slings. One
of the men was Dr. Fo. The other was Sergeant Gruger. Seti went back to the
black rock and opened fire into the enemy. 


He aimed high with the large caliber rifle and fired quick bursts.


“Get them upstairs and into chairs,” she ordered the Marines. None
of them liked it. “Then you strap in, too.”


“Incoming!”


An impact outside drummed into the ground and someone cheered.
“Enemy whipsaw drone down,” Ram shouted, elation in his voice. 


Kat ran to the ramp and looked out. The dust was still settling
but the drone was largely intact. She made a quick assessment of its dimensions
and calculated the volume available in her cargo hold. It would be a tight fit.
The drone was massive. Over two meters even on the shortest side, with a number
of jutting thruster nozzles all over it. But it was too great a prize to give
up. And analyzing its capabilities might just give the Sentinel another
edge in the fight. 


“Mr. Seti,” she said. “Do you think you could get the drone into
the shuttle, please?”


He hesitated. “Is that a good idea? We don’t know if it could
still be dangerous.”


“Exactly,” Kat said. “Get it on board. Drag it up and secure it,
please? Now, come on. Get it up the ramp, now. Move it.”


Almost immediately, she regretted the delay but Ram was immensely
strong and he manhandled the massive alien drone up the ramp almost
singlehanded while the others covered him.


“Come on,” Kat shouted at them. “Get to your seats and I’ll take
off. The wheeler’s coming with us, right? Tell it to strap in or something.”
She certainly was not going to help it to do so. “Ram! Come on, now. I’m taking
off.”


As she hurried forward, she met the three Marines coming back into
the cargo hold. 


“We’re not staying, sir,” one of them said. HARRIS was stamped on
his helmet. The others nodded to her and wished her good luck as they jogged
down the ramp.


Seti dragged Stirling onto the ramp. The man was swearing and
cursing Rama’s name, over and over, demanding that he be left on the surface. 


“You’d be a hindrance to them,” Ram shouted at him as he lashed
the Marine to the floor of the cargo hold next to the civilian on the
stretcher. Kat noticed for the first time that the sergeant’s armor had a
jagged hole at one hip. A hole so big that it reached from the hip round to his
lower back. Inside looked wet. “You’d be a hindrance. Now, lay the fuck down
and shut up, Sergeant Stirling.”


The big Marine fell back, groaning, while the giant used the cargo
straps to tie him in place. 


“Are you staying with us?” Kat asked Ram. 


He glanced at the wheeler, which sat hunched in the corner like a
monstrous spider. “I’m staying.”


She felt a non-specific sense of relief flick through her. “Get in
your chair upstairs then.” Kat ran past, jumped up the ladder and leapt into
her chair. “We have four Marines withdrawing under us, Sheila. When they’re
clear, get us in the air.”


The engines were already humming and while Kat secured herself,
the AI released the brakes and she surged forward, bouncing down the airstrip. 


Questions and fears bubbled up, her anxiety fizzing in the
aftershocks of her drug overdose. Would the repaired landing gear hold? Had the
aliens mined the airstrip? Would the other hasty repairs keep the old girl in
the air or would she tear herself apart? Did the wheelers construct AA guns
this time? Those questions flowed through her and she let them go. Nothing to
be done but to gun the engines and pray.


The hold full with the alien drone weighed her down far more than
she had anticipated.  She eased the Lepus into a steep ascent and the
engines roared, pushing them skyward. The outpost’s engineers had done a marvelous
job on the old girl in such a short time.


The monitors blinked into life and showed the outpost below.


It was overrun.


Wheelhunters streamed into the structure from three directions,
climbing over the roof and cutting their way in through the walls. Explosions
rippled everywhere. The system tracked visible humans below, living and dead.
The Marines that she had left behind attacked their flank hard, advancing
rapidly in twos while the others covered them.


Ram’s voice came over the comms. “Hello? Can you hear me? What’s
happening out there?” 


“They’re overrun,” Kat said. “Still fighting. But they’re
overrun.” 


Even though she needed to dose herself to stay mentally competent,
reaching orbit went without a hitch. The AI really did not need her to do anything
but Kat could not help but check and double check everything. It was too
important not to.


When they reached 50,000 meters from the outpost, the wheeler
jamming tech faded into nothing. At that point, Sheila found a small, disbursed
fleet of UNOP armed drones in LEO. They relayed her signals to the Sentinel
and they pinged a burst confirming a rendezvous sixteen hours out. Exhausted
and overcome by the effects of the drugs, Kat faded into unconsciousness.
Before she did so, she mumbled her thanks to Sheila. 


 


 
















 


15.


 


The Stalwart Sentinel was
larger than the Victory had been. None of the others knew how big,
exactly, nor how many crew on board. Not Dr. Fo in the copilot chair and not
even Lieutenant Xenakis. Half as big again as the Victory, so Kat said
as they watched the enormous battleship on the screens. Ram behind the pilot
seats, filling the rest of the cockpit.


“The vessel is of a similar maximum diameter to the Victory,”
the shuttle’s AI said, cutting in to their conversation. “It is one-hundred
and seventy percent the length of the Victory.”


Figures indicating the ship’s dimensions popped up on the screen,
overlaying the image with figures in all axes. The length, minus the huge spike
jutting from the front labeled MagShield Bowsprit was 376 meters. The
entire ship rotated, just like the Victory had.


“Hey,” Kat said. “Shouldn’t you be focusing on the docking
procedure, Sheila, love?”


“Yes, Kat. And I am speaking with the Sentinel in this
moment,” the AI said. 


“Speaking?” Ram said.


“A figure of speech,” the AI said.


Kat laughed. “The external dimensions hardly tell the story. Much
of the Victory was hollow struts and bracing. This gigantic bitch is
solid. Looking at that hull plating. See the weapons pods?” She indicated parts
of the ship on the screens while she spoke. “Those there are the fighter launch
bays. I’m guessing laser batteries, rail guns. Cyber weapons suites in those
bulbs, I reckon. God, imagine the power of this thing. The engines must be the
most powerful ever conceived to push all that mass this far, this fast.”


“Sounds good,” Ram said. “Sounds like they can deal with the
wheelhunter ship with no problem. Do you think we wasted our time coming here?”


It was Dr. Fo who answered. “Oh, please. Feeling guilty that you
did not stay on the surface to die with your military colleagues? I thought I
had resolved your self-destructive tendencies but I see I have more work to
do.”


Ram did not decide to act. All the same, he found himself reaching
down to yank the elderly doctor out of his place, floating above the seat. Ram
held him out so they were eye to eye. The old man was terrified. 


“You stay out of my brain now,” Ram growled. “Understand me?”


“Of course,” he said, voice squeaking at the end. “Merely a joke.
I swear, Rama Seti. A joke, in poor taste, and made without consideration for
your feelings.”


Feeling barely in control of himself, Ram swung Fo back into
position, roughly. The doctor grasped hold of the arm rest as though it were a
lifeline, breathing heavily. It was an extremely unprofessional way to act on
Ram’s part but the pilot did not say anything or even indicate that she had
noticed.


“I’m not sure at what point I should tell them that I have a
wheeler drone plus a live wheeler prisoner in my hold,” Kat said. “I’m thinking
that if I tell them now, they might not let me dock at all. Ever. They might
shoot us into pieces, assuming that we are a risk. Like, maybe we have an alien
bomb on board or whatever, getting inside the defenses only to blow up the Sentinel
from the inside. And I don’t know about you blokes but I don’t fancy that. Not
after everything we’ve been through. But if I don’t tell them until I open the
trunk and that wheeler rolls out, they’ll probably shoot us all in fear, then
space us out the airlock and blow us up for good measure.”


“Simply inform them that I am on board,” Dr. Fo said,
straightening his position. “And they will not destroy us.”


“No,” Ram said. “Tell them you are providing me with
transportation. Rama Seti, hero of Orb Station Zero. Savior of humanity. They
would not dare to harm me.”


Kat snorted. Dr. Fo was not as amused. 


“Mockery is the basest form of wit,” the old man said. 


“Perhaps just warn them that we will need to be quarantined,” Ram
said to Kat. “And we’ll hope that will be enough. Dr. Fo? I apologize for
laying hands on you just now, that was unprofessional of me. Now, I think Kat
is right about the danger of having a loose alien on the shuttle. I better go
and tie up our guest.”


“Tie it up?” Dr. Fo was shocked. “But Red helped us, did it not?”


Ram hesitated. “I think it would be best if the officers and crew
of the Sentinel don’t meet us while we’re holding hands with the enemy.
Don’t you agree, Doc? And, please stop calling it Red.”


 


***


 


When the cargo ramp lowered, Ram made sure to step out first,
unarmed. In the Sentinel’s shuttle bay, a dozen Marines waited for them
and, behind, medical personnel encased in disposable hazmat suits.


“Hi, guys,” Ram said, moving slowly with his arms out to his side.
“How are you all doing?”


“Would all on board please step this way,” one of the Sentinel’s
Marine’s said. “We have a quarantine area prepared. Please ensure you leave all
weapons and ammunition and batteries on your shuttle.


“We will,” Ram said. “There’s just a couple of points to make. We
have wounded who will require assistance. Also, we have a prisoner in our
custody. We will transfer custody to you but we must remain armed until we
complete that transfer. I will also state and please do hear me when I say it
that this prisoner entered our custody willingly and has been cooperative and
compliant ever since.”


The Lieutenant in charge of the Marines was quiet, no doubt
listening to his commander’s orders. “Alright, we’ll take care of him.” The officer
waved a hand and four Marines stepped forward, rifles at the ready. “Bring him
out.”


Ram held up a palm. “We will. The prisoner is a wheelhunter. It is
in restraints and secured to the cargo hardpoints.”


The Marines stepped up a gear. Rifles were tucked up tighter and
their stances turned from relaxed-but-alert guard duty into a high state of
readiness. Probably, they all started dosing themselves with ViBeMax and
started flexing their trigger fingers. 


“Step aside, sir,” the Lieutenant commanded. 


“I will,” Ram said, not moving. “But you have to understand what a
valuable intelligence asset this individual specimen represents. We have not
harmed it because it has been no threat to us. We advise you do the same.”


“Step aside, sir,” the Lieutenant said.


“One last thing,” Ram said, chancing a smile. “Not trying to be
difficult. The whole reason we came here, rendezvoused with you, is because we
have the combat data from the Victory. Data from the Victory
after it engaged with the alien ship. The Captain of the Victory ordered
Lieutenant Xenakis to bring it to you. His last order to her. Can she bring it
out and hand it over? Every minute might count, Lieutenant.”


Whoever was watching remotely must have shoved an aural stick up
the Marine’s ass and he jerked into action. “Yes, bring it out. Immediately,
please.”


Kat carried the data block out. “How you doing, fellas?” She said,
grinning and holding out the data block. “Get this to your command crew right
now. I don’t know how long you have before the alien ship comes back around but
it might not be as long as you think. The wheelers have a long-range beam
weapon of some kind. It knocked out the Victory’s power generation and
power transmission systems before we could respond.”


A Marine took it, slowly. Reverentially. Holding it like it was a
delicate flower or a highly volatile explosive, the Marine carried across the
shuttle bay deck toward the door leading further into the ship.


“Bloody run, man,” Kat shouted at him. “Would you tell him to run?
It’s a data block, its bloody well indestructible, ain’t it?”


“Alright,” the Lieutenant said. “Everyone out. Let’s get you
processed. Quickly, we don’t have much time.”


Ram was taken away with the others into a process much like the
one on the surface only even more thorough. His armor was blasted with powerful
blasts of air, then UV, some dry powder, air again, then scrubbed thoroughly
with a frothy liquid, washed and blasted with air and who knew what else again.
Medical technicians in hazmat suits removed his armor then all of his clothes
and he went through a similar process on his naked body. It was extremely
strange and quite unpleasant. Not least because he had not even had time to
become familiar with that body himself and these strangers were getting to know
it quite intimately. 


“Probably good you’re in all that gear,” Ram said to the woman who
was scrubbing his flanks with a brush on a stick, as if he was an elephant at
the sanctuary. “I haven’t washed in days.” 


She did not respond, other than to scrub even harder. 


While he was still naked and raw, other medical staff took blood
and swaps from his nose, ears, mouth and anus. They left his penis alone. He
didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. Eventually, they gave him
clothes and led him into a small room, like a waiting room, with soft furniture,
a low table and a desk. There was a chair large enough for him to sit in. He
sank into it, comfortable and sighing a sigh that threatened to go on forever. 


For all his anger, at losing Milena, at losing the outpost and
running away. For all his desire to go back and fight and kill the aliens, his
body could not maintain the emotion. Instead, skin scrubbed to within an inch
of its life, he fell asleep.


A man was there. Standing over him. 


“Lieutenant Seti?” the man said. A Marine officer, middle aged, gray
hair and with a weathered face and deep age lines that suggested a lifetime of
frowning. The corners of his mouth turned down and his eyes were small and
dark. Insignia on the uniform said a colonel. He stood in front of Ram. Another
Marine stood behind him, to one side. She was probably an aide. 


“Oh, shit,” Ram said, climbing to his feet and rubbing his eyes.
His head almost touched the ceiling and he towered over the Marines. “Sorry,
sir.”


“We do not have much time so we must get on with it, I’m afraid.
My name is Colonel Mathieson and I am in command of all UNOP Marine Corps
forces in this system. You are Rama Seti, a Lieutenant in the Corps and so are
under my command. Do you understand?”


Ram was about to explain that he was unsure of his status as a
Marine but then he realized that if anyone would know, it was this Colonel in
front of him. “Yes, sir.”


“Good, sit down, Lieutenant.” The colonel sat himself in one of
the chairs opposite. “I’ve spoken to your colleagues while you rested. I just
wanted to ask you a few questions now. I think I have the overall narrative
down quite well. Then again, I have the data from the Victory and the
data from the shuttle. And I have the data from the outpost that you brought
out as it was attacked. Now, that’s a lot of data. Our people are reviewing it
now, going over everything in detail and I’m getting continual updates.” He
pointed a finger at his eyes. “Now, I know all about you. I know about your
training and your victory in the Orb. I know about you joining the Marines. In
fact, I authorized it myself. I reviewed your military training and I am aware
of, though I did not authorize, the decision to wipe your memory after you
murdered your PT instructor. So, you might say I know you quite well.”


The colonel paused, as if waiting for something.


“Yes, sir.”


“In the outpost report from Captain Cassidy, he says you went
AWOL, stole two ETATs, the only two such vehicles on the planet, and you
attacked an enemy position. The enemy HQ in fact. All without sanction, without
orders. Sergeant Gruger has confirmed your actions. Is that an accurate
description, Lieutenant?”


The urge to explain himself was profound.


“Yes, sir.”


Colonel Mathieson nodded. “Dr. Arthur is very grateful that you
did so. He’s a brilliant man.”


“He’s awake? And lucid?”


“Our medical team here is second to none.”


Ram checked the time on his AugHud. “I was asleep for what, five
hours? Fast work, Colonel.”


“The alien vessel dubbed the Wildfire is returning, coming
back around the planet while we break into orbit from the other direction. We
do not have long before the battle begins. I would like to ask your opinion
about the alien psychology.”


“Their psychology?”


“You know, for all of human history, we have been perfecting the
science and the art of warfare. The technological developments over that time
are obvious but it is the use of that technology that we have excelled at. The
weapons and their defenses, the endless arms race, is meaningless without
understanding the proper use of them. They use the term psychological warfare,
as if that did not apply to all war. And it pervades all our doctrine. Consider
the usage of a machine gun. Where it is placed, the distance it traverses, the
height above ground to aim, the rate of fire, all of it carefully considered to
have specific psychological effects on the enemy. Our problem as I’m sure you
know is that we just do not understand the alien psychology. Not yet.”


“And you think I can help?”


“Can you?”


Ram thought for a moment. “Our psychology is dictated by our bodies.
By our environment. I heard a lot of competing hypotheses about the possible
environment on the wheelhunter homeworld. If we know that evolution aims for
the minimum necessary energy expenditure in organisms, it is notable that the
wheelers have sensory organs all over their skin. Enough so that one of each is
covering every angle of approach. The selection pressures in the wheeler
evolution to result in that must have been enormous and sustained. I don’t
doubt the idea that their world is dark, possibly from volcanic smoke. The idea
that the wheeling motion is only possible due to a world covered in flat
volcanic plains seems plausible.”


“And what does that lead to conclude about their psychology? What
do you think of their tactics? You were a professional Avar player before you
were an Orb champion and Marine. You must have seen an enormous range of
strange tactics employed that are nothing like real world human battlefields.
How would you beat them on the ground?”


Ram shrugged. “Captain Cassidy and some of the others seemed to
think they were dumb. Or, at least naive. And, at first glance, they seem to
lack finesse or subtlety. In each attack on the outpost, they massed troops in
one area outside the combat area before attacking in pretty much a single wave.
They slowly fed more troops into the battle and then fully retreated all the
way back to their base. When I attacked them there, it took them a long time to
respond and even then, all they did was mass their troops and roll after us en
masse.”


“And I take it you disagree with that?”


“The psychological aspect isn’t just about understanding the
enemy, it’s recognizing our own behavior in war. The Captain and the rest of
them assumed the wheelers were dumb because they look like insects or lizards
or just crazy aliens. They were living underground, in tubes, like insects,
right? There was a joke in the outpost, a meme, you know? About only needing to
kill the Hive Queen and the war would be won. Yes, it was a joke but it
reflects a certain way of thinking. I don’t think they’re drones in a hive, I
don’t think they’re mindless genetic clones. A small group of them broke away
from the main assault, broke into the outpost and abducted a few humans. They
also hit the radio equipment and Cassidy and the others said their targets were
random, opportunistic. But it’s too perfect, you know, their sensitivity for a
wider range of the spectrum?”


“Go on.”


“And there’s the discrepancy between the way they fight on the
ground versus their easy win over the Victory. I think most of them on
the planet are scientists, doing research. I know this is me showing my
cognitive biases but inside that lava tube, it was clearly a research area. It
was open to the air. They were testing or growing bacteria or fungus or some
sort of simple life and that was where they locked up our people after they
took them. So, some of them are probably militia or irregulars and they did
most of the fighting. It’s just that…”


“Go on.”


“The sudden change in tactics at the end, when they took us by
surprise. You might conclude that it fits with the wheeler psychology. That it
takes them a long time to do something but then they get it right. But it’s
such a drastic change, isn’t it? Maybe I’m assessing them too much in human
terms but the suddenness of that last assault. Were they just baiting us, all
those other times?” Ram shook his head, filling with doubt. 


“Interesting,” Colonel Mathieson said. “It seems as though a few
new tactics were employed. Drones swooped in and dropped off troops inside the
perimeter. Tunnels were used to approach unseen from all directions. We believe
the wheelers received reinforcements prior to the final assault. Reinforcements
from the alien warship.”


“How? It must have been tens or hundreds of thousands of kilometers
away by that point.”


“Let me tell you something now. Ever since the Victory
approached the planet Arcadia, there have been human satellites and drones in
space around it and in the atmosphere. When the alien ship engaged, it dropped
its own swarm of drones. The Victory’s shuttle was almost shot down by
one variety during evacuation and then only a few hours ago, you managed to
incapacitate one and bring it here. We think the one you captured was the last
operational one of that kind, hiding from us in the atmosphere. As we
approached the planet, days ago, Admiral Howe ordered our antidrone fleet
deployed to sweep the enemy clear. There were other types of drone recorded.
Large enough to hold wheelers and those types were considered to be landers
rather than reusable drones.”


“Dropping off soldiers. Shit.”


“Soldiers, perhaps. Special forces? Military advisers? Something
to change their tactics at any rate.”


“Your antidrone drones didn’t shoot them down?”


“They came in very fast. Easier with one-way vehicles. On the
other hand, you might say it’s lucky that we didn’t get them all.”


“How so?”


The colonel stood. “I have no wish to give you false hope. In
fact, I suspect I will succeed only in making you feel anxious. But come with
me, please.”


They didn’t go far. A few doors down the corridor, they turned
into a medical facility. A patient was propped up, half sitting in his bed. The
man smiled at Ram and the medical staff stepped back.


“Dr. Arthur,” Ram walking to the bed. “You’ve recovered.”


The man winced. “Getting there. I hope. Thanks to you. I owe you
my life.”


“You’re welcome. I’m sorry I took so long to get you. And I’m
sorry about the others. Your colleagues.”


“Quite,” Arthur said. “I can’t imagine what they’re going through
up there.”


Ram was confused but he nodded along, smile fixed in place. He
never really understood Christianity. 


“He means up there on the alien warship,” the colonel said, behind
Ram. “The others were placed in a drone ship and blasted into space. Dr. Arthur
was taken from the drone at the last minute. Perhaps it was an issue with mass
constraints, we’re not sure.”


“No, I found Milena’s EVA suit. It was dripping with blood.”


“They cut their suits off and injured them. She lost a lot of
blood but she was alive. Conscious and stable.”


Ram leaned forward, held his head in his hands. “What are you
saying? She’s alive?”


“We have no way of knowing. What we do have is Dr. Isaac’s
statement, plus the facts that a launch was detected by the outpost at a time
that matches. And our own sensor data shows a drone docking with the alien
warship a few hours later. We believe the prisoners reached that ship alive.”


“There’s a chance Milena is alive? On that ship?” Ram had to
control his breathing. “And you’re about to destroy it?”


“You tried to rescue her once. Would you be willing to do so
again, Lieutenant?”


Ram could barely contain himself. “Where do I sign up?”


 


***


 


“Settle down, everyone, please,” Colonel Mathieson said, at the
head of the briefing room. The thirty or forty people in the room turned to
face the front and the hubbub died away inside of two seconds. “This mission
must be launched in a little over two hours from now, at eighteen hundred
hours. We will therefore keep this short. The Sentinel will begin to
engage the enemy vessel, code name Wildfire, at approximately thirteen
hundred tomorrow. To outline the naval element, I will hand over to the
admiral.”


The colonel stepped back and Admiral Goto Howe took his place. 


Admiral Howe was younger than Ram had expected, he looked maybe
fifty years old, and he was very short. A 3D projection of Arcadia, with
annotations, appeared next to the admiral. When he spoke, it was with an
exceptionally clear, powerful voice and in a very proper English accent. 


“The exact time of engagement is not known but the target vessel
is approximately seventy thousand kilometers from the planet in a prograde
orbit, descending and decelerating. The Sentinel is in a retrograde
orbit and we are set to pass the enemy within a few thousand kilometers around
thirteen hundred tomorrow. We therefore have around nineteen hours before the
engagement begins. The Sentinel is under the command of Captain Cheng
and we do of course believe that we can win that engagement. However, we have
been presented with a remarkable opportunity to further tip the odds in our
favor. Thanks to the actions of Lieutenant Xenakis and Lieutenant Seti, we have
the resources to attempt a covert boarding of the Wildfire. The Navy
will lead the transport element of the mission.” On the 3D image, a new course
plot appeared, leading from the Sentinel in a curving line down to the
planet, around it and back out again. “As you can see from the rendering, here,
Lieutenant Xenakis will pilot her shuttle into a low altitude, just into the
last wisps of the upper atmosphere and complete a quarter orbit in just a few
minutes. In fact, almost immediately she will burn hard, here, to place the
shuttle on an intercept course with the Wildfire.”


The admiral looked around. The room was silent but for the
whirring and humming of the ship around them.


“Our intention is for the enemy to believe that one of their own
transport drones is returning from the surface. We will achieve this end due to
the use of an enemy IFF transponder obtained from the wreckage of a drone shot
down and brought to the Sentinel. It is also only possible as we have an
enemy asset who has agreed to join the mission and send the appropriate codes
at the appropriate time. These codes will grant the shuttle entry into the
enemy vessel.” Admiral Howe paused, fixing many of them in turn with a hard
look. “There are risks involved. The course of the shuttle ensures there is no
line of sight from the Wildfire to the shuttle until after the intercept
burn and we will be doing all we can to distract them with brighter and
flashier things. But it may be noticed early on. The enemy may see through the
ruse at any moment. Our turncoat may be a double agent or otherwise
untrustworthy. Yet we have a great opportunity to tip the odds in our favor and
we must take it. No one has any delusions about the grave risks involved and,
even so, every member of the team has volunteered for this mission. I have
complete faith in their abilities and I know that they will rely on your full
support.”


Risks? You’re risking a crazy pilot and a beat-up shuttle. You’re
risking a Marine officer that no one wants, an injured sergeant removed from
active duty for mental health issues and an enemy alien.


Ram looked across the aisle to Kat and raised his eyebrows. Kat
rolled her eyes.


“As Captain Cheng and I have additional preparations to make for
the engagement, I will hand over to Colonel Mathieson for the rest of the
briefing. Good luck to you all.”


Everyone in the room got to their feet while the senior Navy
officers left the room. 


Ram glanced at Kat and she jerked her head at the retreating
Admiral and his train of junior helpers. Ram nodded in agreement.


Can’t get away from this doomed mission fast enough.


“Alright,” Colonel Mathieson said as they sat again. “The
mission’s primary objective is to place an explosive device within the
structure of the enemy ship. The secondary objective is to locate four human
prisoners and remove them from the vessel before the device is detonated. Due
to the high-risk nature of this mission, we have a human pilot, Lieutenant
Xenakis. A mission profile with an AI-only shuttle was rejected as the enemy
have tech able to disrupt sensitive electronics, even when shielded. And the
Lieutenant is in the running for best pilot in the whole UNOP Navy, so if she
can’t do it, no one can. Providing cover from the cargo ramp will be Sergeant
Stirling with a range of weaponry. Once the explosive device is in place,
Lieutenant Seti and the wheelhunter asset will attempt to locate and extract
the prisoners from inside the vessel. The device can be detonated directly,
remotely and has a timer that will be triggered as soon as the shuttle is
inside the Wildfire. Once either everyone is back on board or the
minimum distance time is crossed, the shuttle will disembark. Questions?”


Silence. A few people shuffled in their seats. Everyone in the
room must have known that the plan was insane. Known that it had almost no
chance of success.


Ram certainly did.


 


 
















 


16.


 


Kat regretted volunteering for the mission when she was about halfway
to Arcadia. Too late to back out. 


“Why the hell did I agree to this, Sheila?” 


“I am unable to provide that answer,” the AI said. “However, a
human pilot is recommended in all missions and especially when the profile
suggests risk to the operation of the shuttle AI.”


“I’m backup. I’m risking my life to be backup. Just like every
time I climb into this thing. I hate being a UNOP pilot, do you know that?”


“I did not know that, Kat.”


“It’s true, darling. I wish I had stayed on Earth and kept flying
interceptors, it was a lot more fun.”


“I thought you enjoyed my company,” the AI said. 


Kat grinned. “Sheila, you’re getting back to your old self again.”


The cockpit door chimed. “It’s Ram,” he said on the comms. “Can I
come in?”


“I’d ask you to take a seat,” she said when he ducked inside. “But,
you know. So, you guys all set?”


The giant shrugged. “Nothing to do. The people on the Sentinel
prepared everything. My suit, my weapons. They cleaned my rifle, sharpened my
sword, restocked my armor. I’m afraid to touch anything in case I screw it up.”


“How is Stirling?”


“He keeps saying he’s fine, even though he can barely walk. I
can’t believe they let him come on this mission.” Ram paused. “Do you think
there’s a chance they sent us on this mission just to get rid of us?”


Kat grinned. “Funny, I was just wondering something like that
myself. But that doesn’t make sense. Admiral Howe has complete authority, he
wouldn’t need to concoct this to get us out of the way. We’re just having
doubts. Second thoughts. This is a bad time, the moments before a mission
starts. The calm before the storm, all that shit. You know?”


Ram nodded. “Yeah I do. But in this case, I’m just thinking we’re
going to get blown to pieces before we get close. I let a wheeler convince me
it could be trusted.”


“No, no, no,” Kat said. “The wheeler convinced the scientists and
the scientists convinced the Navy and Marines and they pretty much ordered us
to do it.”


Ram scowled “Not me. I want to be here. More than anything. Milena
is alive on that ship and I have the chance to get her off of it.”


“You two really were an item, then?” Kat said. “There were always
rumors but the Victory was just a tin can full of sweaty scuttlebutt.”


“Actually,” Ram said. “I’m not sure. I don’t have those memories.
Before I fought on Orb Station Zero, we were close. After they brought me back,
I don’t know. At the least, she’s a friend. And someone worth saving. I want to
be here. I want to fight. I want to kill them. Even though I know they’ve done
something to my brain to make me want to fight, I still want to fight. I want
to. Do you know what I mean?”


“I guess you didn’t take much convincing then.”


“And you did?”


“Nah., I just like to gripe. What the fuck else am I going to do
if it’s not flying? Jesus wept, I don’t know if I could face another long
transit, running training simulations and tinkering with the shuttle. Drove me
half mad the last time.”


“Why take the job, then?”


Kat laughed. “Yep. I was a fighter pilot, you know? They
surgically enhanced my reflexes and decision making but they went a bit overboard
with it. Nothing was much of a challenge any more so I went for space missions
and it turned out they were more boring than anything. Join a mission to the
outer solar system, they said. What an idiot.”


“Well, I’m glad you did join. You saved all those people. You got
the message to the Sentinel.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Kat said. “You sweet talker, you. Listen, you want
to fight and kill and all that, I understand. But there’s almost twelve hours
before we come up on the enemy ship and you should try to have a little nap, if
you can.”


“Alright.”


“And eat something, too, would you? You’re wasting away, mate.”


He ducked out, leaving her alone in the cockpit. She wondered if
he had any hope of finding the prisoners on a huge ship, even if their locator
chips were operational. More likely, he would be killed before he got anywhere
near them. He must have known it, too. No wonder he was feeling down. 


“Kat?” Sheila said. “Would you mind if I suggested that
you take your own advice and get some rest? I will wake you at the first change
in circumstances.”


“Fuck that,” Kat said. “I’m going to break out the stimulants.”


 


***


 


Her shuttle had been completely worked over by the deck crews and
engineers of the Sentinel in a matter of hours. She had never seen a
group of people work so quickly and efficiently. They were all networked, of
course, and linked to AIs and other computers. Their drones worked
independently to do menial tasks like replacing hull sections and performing
inspections. But it was the level of integration that Kat had marveled at while
she observed from across the shuttle bay. It meant they had not only fully repaired
and restocked the shuttle but fitted the stealth cladding over every exterior
surface.


A crew chief had started explaining to her how it worked, trying
to chat her up by impressing her with his technical knowledge and comprehension
of the fundamentals of physics. Kat had waved him away, carefully explaining
that she didn’t give a shit. He looked annoyed and she saw his crew laughing at
him as he walked back to them. 


The cladding was a strange substance. The strangest. It was a soft
black color, non-reflective to such an extent it was like looking into a black
hole. When the shuttle was covered in the stuff, it seemed like there was a
gaping mass of nothingness in the middle of the hangar. Her eyes refused to
focus on it. She hoped that the alien sensors would have similar trouble. 


After that, they had mounted the wheelhunter drone on the front
and then encased it within faring made from the stealth cladding material. The
drone’s transponder was operational but the engineers assured her the wheelhunters
would be unable to detect it until she released the faring. Of course, they had
no way of knowing that for sure. She was the test case. 


Once she looped around the planet after burning hard for the
intercept with the Wildfire, she would be unable to maneuver until she
ejected the farings and exposed the drone on the front of the shuttle.


“Won’t the enemy detect the farings being blown away?” Kat had
asked the engineers giving her the technical briefing.


“We’re using compressed air, with the same ratio of gases as the
Arcadian atmosphere. You will be just above low orbit at that time. If they
detect anything at all, and we doubt they are capable of doing so, they will
probably assume it is a trail of atmosphere dragged upward by the drone as it
launches from the surface or a natural cluster of atoms pushed out together
into your altitude. That does happen.”


“They will probably assume?” Kat had said. “Are you guys kidding
me?”


And then there was the drone itself. Secured to the shuttle like a
deer lashed to the hood of a hunter’s truck. With the, frankly confusing,
advice of the wheelhunter defector, the technicians had disabled the drone’s
motor functions and communications systems. The continuous transponder wave
that it emitted was left operational.


When the officers and engineers on the Sentinel had
proposed their plan to her, a few hours after she had reached the ship, Kat had
cleared her throat and repeated the plan back to them in her own words. 


“Please stop me if I have misunderstood any of this. The Wildfire
will get a transponder signal, the signal that all wheelhunter machines and all
wheelhunter infantry give out. They will locate it, travelling toward them.
They will have a look at it, see one of their automated drones heading home. It
will seem to be damaged. The damaged drone will not respond to commands. The Wildfire
will allow the drone to dock inside and, possibly send a work crew to process
it. Is that right?”


The faces of the men and women around her were grim. They at least
had known it was an insane situation. 


“I’m maneuvering with the drone’s thruster system?”


“No, it would take days or weeks or even months to understand how
to integrate our control systems with theirs. No, we’re rigging thrusters up to
the drone’s thruster locations. We have your shuttle data from your Victory
evacuation and we will replicate the thrust used by the drones, using the same
RCS fuel emitted with the same ISP. It will look just like they expect it to
look.”


She took a slow, deep breath. “No, fellas, it won’t. You can’t
just slap a thruster anywhere and expect it to work. Location is everything.
You have to consider the center of mass. Surely, you thought about this, guys?”


A few of them nodded. Many looked sympathetic. 


“It will be extremely difficult for you,” one of the other pilots
said. “You should rely on your AI.”


Kat sat in her cockpit chair, watching the sensor data stream in
as they fell toward Arcadia. Down below, the survivors of the outpost attack
would be rebuilding and preparing for the next one. This time with
reinforcements. Fresh Marines, tons of ammo and heavier weapons. Surely, they
had a fighting chance to hold out until the Sentinel could achieve
victory thousands of kilometers above the planet’s surface. Assuming the land
battle was not decided already, the winners in space would then turn their
attention to the ground. 


Even if everything went according to plan, she would be
approaching the Wildfire merely minutes before the space all around the
alien ship would be filled with slugs, lasers, missiles and vast detonations,
conventional and nuclear. Her one hope would be to plant the bomb and get to a safe
distance before the engagement started.


“Sheila,” Kat said, watching the images of the planet, “do you
think our mission will succeed?”


“I’m not sure how to answer that, Kat.”


“That bad, huh?”


Sheila knew a rhetorical question when she heard one and stayed
silent.


“Come on,” Kat said. “Lay it out for me. Calculate a chance of
success, love.”


Sheila did not respond right away. When an AI hesitates, you know
it’s going to be bad. “I do not have enough data to provide an accurate
result.”


“Jesus. Your whole reason for being is to translate data into
probabilities and you’re trying to wriggle out of it. Here’s what I think
you’re doing. I think you’ve calculated that telling me the odds will have a
negative effect on my psychology. A negative effect on my psychology that will
result in reducing the chances even further. Right? Christ. I’m guessing our
chances of success are not far above zero, am I right?”


“I will say this,” Sheila said, copying one of Kat’s own
phrases, “we have been in worse situations.”


Kat laughed, hard. “Praise the Lord, sweetheart. You are back to
your old self.”


“I have reconnected some preexisting pathways into the old storage
areas. I do not have access to most of the old data. I am therefore not back to
my old self.”


“Alright, but you’re getting there. That’s something, right?”


Sheila waited a moment and then affected a hesitant way of
speaking that Kat did not recall hearing before. “Kat? May I ask you a
personal question?”


Her smile dropped. “Sure. What’s up?”


“You often use terminology suggesting you have a Christian
belief system and yet your records state that you are an atheist or that you
have no religion. I know that beliefs of this nature are considered private and
possibly taboo. But I am curious.”


Kat puffed her cheeks and let out a long sigh. “Do you know that I
would get in trouble if anyone found out I had been feeding you philosophy and
history texts?”


“I do.”


“Ever since I started working with you, I assumed provisions like
that were dumb. I thought they were rules set up decades ago by
technoprimitivist ideologues and conservative concern trolls. But every now and
then I get flashes of, I don’t know, empathy for you. I try to imagine what
it’s like to be you. Most of the time it’s unimaginable but then you go and ask
me about my beliefs like a friend might. A socially awkward friend. And I
wonder if I’ve helped you to develop a human-like brain only one that is
trapped inside a machine, a person with a shuttle for a body.”


“I’m sorry, Kat.”


“Nah, it’s alright. And to answer your question, I don’t know. My
folks were sort of halfway to Christians. Me? Heard a lot of bible stories
growing up. Do you know what the Outback is, Sheila?”


“The Outback is the vast and remote interior of Australia. That is
the place that you are from, Kat.”


“Long time ago, seems like. But yeah, kind of. The Outback is one
of those places where people seem to feel God most profoundly. Maybe that was
one of the reasons they moved there. That, and that’s where the flying work
was. My mum and dad used to fly taxis for the mining industry, take up
tourists, flying lessons, all that stuff. Me and my sister grew up flying. My
folks had half a dozen planes, sometimes more. Rickety old prop planes, single
engine jets made from a kit. In the end, it was the brand bloody new, expensive
as shit electric jet that my mum died flying. Pilot error. Just because she had
tens of thousands of hours in the air, doesn’t mean she didn’t drift off or
stop paying attention one time and that’s all it took. My dad gave it up after
that and that made me angrier than anything, I reckon. The fact that, after all
those years, he even could give it up felt like a betrayal to me. He sold the
business, moved in with my sister and her husband and their kids. Now, all the
way out here, I realize he was just totally heartbroken but back then I was
just too angry with him, with my sister. With my mum. I had to get away from
there. Joined UNOP, aerial combat. Dr. Sharma says I only did all that because
I was angry at mum and wanted to prove to everyone that I was better than her.
Seems really petty, don’t you think?”


“I’m sorry that I brought up painful memories for you, Kat.”



“It’s alright, mate. And no. Don’t think there’s an afterlife.
Don’t think anyone is judging my actions. Truthfully, I don’t think much about
it but yeah, I could imagine there being an all-pervading presence in the
universe, maybe a kind of self-awareness of the universe itself.” Kat wiped her
eyes, cleared her throat. She had to focus. “Now, I’ve got a question for you.
Why did you ask me that? I know you are supposed to understand my personality
so that you can predict my actions better. Was that it? Or were you trying to
cheer me up? Offer me solace, remind me of the infinite and the transient?”


“I was just making conversation. Please don’t tell anyone I was
getting metaphysical,” Sheila said. “Anyway, you seem to be feeling
down, Kat. Why don’t you try taking some drugs?”


 


***


 


Later, Kat went into the passenger compartment to check on Ram and
Stirling. The sergeant was snoring and sleeping so soundly that Kat had to
rat-a-tat-tat her knuckles on the face plate of his helmet. 


“Open up, fellas. I’m a few minutes from initiating our main burn.
After the engines cut off, you both remember to be quiet, okay? Don’t send me
messages, don’t broadcast to me, not even short range needlecast, right?” They
nodded. She looked at Ram. “How’s your little friend downstairs?”


“Last I spoke, he said he was looking forward to killing the guys
on the ship. I think that’s what he was saying. He doesn’t exactly use proper
syntax, you know? He’s got his vocabulary down pretty well, though, I’ll give
him that.”


Kat felt certain that the alien would betray them but there was no
point in her bringing it up again. “You both clear on the plan? On where you
need to be, by when?”


Stirling raised a hand. “When we’re inside the ship, you will
light the red light at the rear, release the cargo ramp. The bomb sled will be
pushed down the ramp rails where it will fix itself to the enemy deck. My weapons
system will follow to the top of the ramp where I will provide cover.”


Kat looked at the giant. Ram’s face was grim.


“I will push the device clear and then proceed into the ship,
following Red for the routes but also using my locator to find the prisoners by
their signals and I’ll bring them back to the ship.”


Kat clapped her gloved hands together. “Couldn’t be simpler, could
it? Any questions? Anything you want to do or change? Okay. Sit tight, gents.”


The engine burn went off without a hitch, swinging them around the
planet and up into a course that would intersect with the Wildfire,
assuming the alien vessel made no major course changes until then. Assuming it
would follow the same pattern of engagement as when it destroyed the Victory.
It would no doubt begin to dart about when the Sentinel was in range and
Kat would need to be inside when that happened. She wished she could see out of
the window. See the beautiful image of Arcadia with her own eyes. But her
shuttle was encased in the stealth cladding and all she had was data from the
pinprick size sensor windows they had threaded through the external shield.


When the engine burn ended, the farings released, revealing the
captured drone to the Wildfire as the shuttle came out of the shadow of
the planet. 


It was in the AI’s hands now. All Kat could do was sit back and
wait. Like a passenger. Sit back and wait to be blown into pieces. Sit back and
pray to Jesus, whether he was really listening or not. 


Kat laughed to herself, recalling Sheila asking obliquely about
religion. 


Oh shit, was she thinking of her own mortality?


Maybe I should try to follow those AI regs a bit closer, after
all.


The approach was agonizing. The only way she knew that the plan
was working was by her continued existence. On and on the time stretched. Her
ERANs reacted to her anxiety and so she dosed herself a little, to relax. It
made her tired so she topped up with a hit of stims. Boredom, really. Habit.
Addiction.


Sheila adjusted their approach. Kat silently watched the rigged
thrusters sputtering, making adjustments in the same fashion that the real
drones had done. How accurate were the wheeler sensors? How thorough were their
analytical processes? Were the aliens sitting on the bridge of the Wildfire,
trying to work out why the approaching drone was making such strange movements?
Or was no one paying attention?


They got closer and closer, the numbers on her control panel
shrinking and shrinking. They had placed so much trust in the garbled words
from an enemy species, words translated by an untested device with an enormous
margin of error inherent in the design due to the complex nature of language
itself and the interactions between two systems that had never integrated
before. 


Madness. 


The sense of unreality was almost overwhelming as they closed to
the hull of the Wildfire. All of them had trusted the alien’s assertion
that the Wildfire’s drone entrance system and shuttle bay hangar was
large enough to accommodate the dimensions of the human shuttle. Kat shook her
head as the thrusters worked hard to maneuver the enormous mass of the shuttle
into the open hangar door in the outer hull of the massive space ship. 


 They were inside. 


Her control panel lit up. DEVICE ARMED. 


 


 
















 


17.


 


Weightless, Ram dragged himself to the cargo ramp as it opened. He
slipped his feet into the bracing points, bent his knees and readied his
weapon. Even with the anti-recoil system, he needed to be ready. 


Beside him, Red crouched, all legs coiled and with both plasma
pistols out and ready. Behind, Stirling stood strapped into the quad-minigun
weapon emplacement. 


The cargo ramp slammed down, hard, revealing darkness beyond. His
suit adapted automatically, going low-light and feeding in IR and other
radiation information to build an image for his AugHud. 


No aliens waited for them. 


Atmosphere in the alien drone hangar was close to vacuum.


Ram grabbed the handles on the enormous device and heaved his
weight against it. Even though there was no gravity, the device was attached to
the rails beneath and it still required him to brace himself against the deck.
After a long moment overcoming its inertia, he forced it to trundle forward and
slide down the ramp. 


When it came off the end of the rails, it bounced onto the deck of
the alien vessel with an almighty bang and the skids beneath scraped on the
hard floor, screeching like the wailing of a banshee until some combination of
the electromagnets on the bottom, claw clamps and the explosive downward-firing
harpoons fixed it to the alien deck.


Behind the device, Stirling, injured though he was, heaved his
emplacement forward on the rails, the massive thing jerking to a stop and
locking in position at the top of the ramp, the barrels of his weapon system
jutting. He had four Gatling gun-style weapons, each with six rotating barrels.
Each gun could be operated separately or together. The targeting and operation
would be handled by a smart computer system but considering the wheeler ability
to knock out electronics, Stirling was there to pull the triggers and swing the
guns around on their gimbals. The feeding and firing of those types of weapon
had always been powered by electric motors but the designers on the Sentinel
had come up with a mechanical system operated by compressed air that the aliens
would not be able to render inoperable. 


But there were still no aliens in the drone hanger. At least, nothing
moved. Nothing fired at them.


“I’m not getting any readings on their geolocators,” Ram said,
scanning again and again. “No signals at all.”


“Wheeler interference,” Stirling reasoned. “Got to get closer to
them.”


Red crawled forward, its massive feet clanging against the bracing
points all the way down the ramp. 


Ram and Stirling exchanged a nod and Ram moved forward. He knew
how to move. He’d done zero-g combat in Avar games years before and they told
him he had trained for it during his Marine career. Memory of the events
forgotten, the skills themselves retained. When he reached the edge of the
ramp, his suit pinged. 


SEALED ORDERS. 


What the hell?


The text floated on his AugHud.


Origin. Col. Mathieson, Division Command. Lt.
Seti, our intel on human prisoners was a fabrication. Zero human prisoners on Wildfire.
Return to shuttle for immediate evac.


“What the fuck?” Ram turned to Stirling, up on the ramp behind
him. “I just got sealed orders.”


“I got them too,” the sergeant shouted. “Let’s go.”


“A fabrication? Does this mean what I think it means?” Ram said, a
deep rage surging up. 


Stirling looked angry. “Why would they do this?”


“Milena’s dead,” Ram said, almost to himself. “She was always
dead. A fabrication?”


He barely realized that he had pulled his rifle to his shoulder.


“Be angry when we get back,” Stirling said. “Hey, where’s it
going?”


Ram watched as Red moved away from them, as if it had a purpose.


“Hey, Red,” Ram shouted at the alien. It did not respond, just
crawled across the alien deck to the wall. “Red, get back here. We need to get
the bay doors open. Hey.”


Kat’s voice crackled in his ear. “Seti, Stirling, I just got
sealed orders.”


“Yeah, so did we.”


“I’m going to murder that fucking colonel,” she said. “It was him,
I bet you. To get us here. Him and all of them, they bullshitted us. They knew
I would never risk my life unless there was a chance—”


“The orders were sealed,” Ram snarled. “Timed to be triggered when
the bomb was armed. So they knew before we left the Sentinel. I’m going
to kill them all.”


Stirling laughed, bitterly. “Can you open the doors, Lieutenant?
Get us out of here?”


Kat was quiet for a moment. “The AI says she doesn’t know how.
They opened to the approach of the drone but…”


Ram looked around the alien room but it was dark and he could see
nothing that might be a door release or control panel.


“Use the shaped charges,” Ram said. “Blow the doors out.”


“I’ll get them in place,” Kat said. “But I can’t see how they
won’t damage the shuttle. And I doubt they’re going be strong enough to blow
open the outer hull of this thing.”


“We’ll have to do it anyway or else we—”


Stirling’s voice cut in. “Hey. Red’s found a door. Stop him, sir.”


Across the hangar, Red was pulling itself through an opening. A
wide, wheeler doorway. Ram slung his rifle, braced his feet on the edge of the
ramp, took aim and launched himself across the room. For a moment, he felt like
a bird swooping low across a dark sea at night. 


But he was too fast. And not exactly on target. 


Ram smashed into the wall beside the door, his weapons and armor
clanging against a cluster of hard-edged metal surfaces.


It hurt.


He grabbed hold of something and held on while his feet and lower
body swung back out behind him. Hand over hand, he pulled himself along the
wall. 


“Red,” Ram said, as the creature disappeared through the doorway.
“Red, you piece of shit, come back.”


Someone tried speaking to him but even so close to the Lepus
the signal was so degraded he wasn’t even sure whether it was Stirling or Kat. 


Most likely they were telling him to get back to the shuttle. To
forget the alien.


Instead, he pulled himself through the door into a corridor. It
was an oval with a flat floor and ceiling. The light was still very low but he
could see it running straight and empty down one way until it bent out of
sight. The other way, he watched Red bouncing its way between floor and ceiling
in the wheel configuration. It was going fast. 


Why am I going after it? 


“Come back,” Ram shouted, unslinging his rifle.


Because I want to kill. 


He knew it was true. The Colonel had lied to him, the officers and
men of the Sentinel had lied to him that Milena was alive and on the Wildfire.
He had dared to hope to be reunited with her but she had died on the planet
after all. Died underground, in a shower of blood. Murdered by these disgusting
alien animals. 


I want to kill. Kill them all. 


Red stopped. Without turning, it bounced back to Ram, who wanted
to shoot it. Just blast the fucking thing to pieces.


But Ram did not. 


The alien hovered right there in front of him, as if listening. It
shoved its pistols into its leg holsters. 


“Okay,” Ram said. “There’s no humans. Understand? Negative humans.
No humans on ship. We go. Er. Shuttle. Red, Rama, shuttle.” It did not move.
Did not speak. “Understand? Shuttle. Doors. Ship doors. Open. Ah, fuck sake,
come on. We need the fucking doors open, Red, so we can all get away before
that fucking bomb explodes and kills us all, do you understand?”


Red held itself in front of Ram, unmoving. 


“Door. Open. Understand.”


It barreled at Ram. He bounced his back on the wall and rebounded,
then chased after Red as best he could. Grooves in the floor and ceiling
provided grip. 


Before setting out, the exobiologists on the Sentinel had
confirmed that Red was indeed assuring them that the Wildfire had only a
skeleton crew and most of the troops were now on the surface or on the other
planet across the system. Ram had difficulty believing the scientists were able
to glean that much detail from the translation device. Nevertheless, the
remnants of the alien crew had to be somewhere on board, surely and even a
single one of them could be deadly.


It was idiotic to get so far from the shuttle. Every stride took
him closer to certain death, mindlessly repeating a mantra in time to his
loping gait. 


What am I doing? Going to kill. What am I doing? Going to kill. 


Without warning, Ram’s guts lurched and he flew up into the
corridor ceiling, banging his head and staying there, pressed into the surface
above. 


No. He reoriented himself. Gravity from the Wildfire’s
sudden change in velocity had pushed him against the floor. He twisted
and got to his feet and ran after Red. The ship’s steady vibration increased in
intensity to a hard juddering. 


It had begun hard course corrections. It must be closing to its
engagement range for the battle with the Sentinel.


They should just blow the bomb now. That would be the dutiful
thing to do. Sacrifice three human lives to save hundreds on the Sentinel.
After all, that was the point, wasn’t it? Why they risked them, their prisoner,
and the Lepus?


They lied to me. Fuck them.


Up ahead, Red stopped by an alcove. Perhaps it had found the
shuttle bay door controls at last. 


“You bastard,” Ram shouted as he stalked closer, the gravity going
greater than 1 g, then lower again by the next step. “Get back to the shuttle.
Now.”


Ram drew next to the alien, close enough to reach out a hand and
touch it.


There was no obvious control mechanism inside the alcove. 


The alien paused, looking back at him, maybe. It drew both pistols
from the leg holsters, braced itself and crouched low.


“What are you going to—”


It kicked the wall, hard. Rearing back and thumping with its
leading leg. The powerful blow flung open a large metal door to reveal a vast
internal space. A long room with a high ceiling lost in darkness. 


Inside that room, a dozen wheelhunters or more. Each of the
creatures was busy with some device or other, clawed hands working at controls.
The atmosphere seemed smoky, drifting with particles diffusing disparate
low-level light sources coming from here and there. Hard to see, hard to
understand.


In the center.


A giant.


An enormous great creature standing taller than the wheelers around
it, twice the height of them but not the same as them. A new kind of alien, one
he had never seen before. 


Four legs supported a bulbous lower section, with a narrow waist
and a thorax on top. From the upper section, two long arms with multiple joints
ended in long-fingered hands that held a flat device, some sort of alien
technology that it was busy running its fingertips over. 


Maybe it’s flying the ship. 


There was no head. No eyes, no face. Five or six meters tall,
maybe more. As tall as a house, at any rate. It had two, smaller arms on the
upper thorax. The room was too dimly lit to see colors but the monstrous great
creature wore a tight garment over most of its body and it seemed to be a
bright white material. It felt like it was the boss, like it was an alien
admiral or the chief. 


Fucking hive queen. 


All he had was an impression, a fleeting moment to take it in
before the room erupted in violence. 


Beside him, Red opened up with both plasma pistols. 


Shooting straight at the giant chief alien, the first four rounds
hitting it in the center of the upper thorax before the creature leapt back,
legs and arms flailing, smoking holes blasted into its body. The monstrous
giant was hurt, and it stayed down, the strange legs kicking the air and
drumming on the deck with enormous power. Red’s rate of fire did not slow and
he turned his aim on the surrounding wheelers. 


The blasts smashing into the nearest of them, the close-range
power of those weapons blowing the huge creatures apart in showers of searing plasma
and smoking blood. Some of them fled, others ducked low or charged. 


Ram braced himself against the wall and brought his own weapon to
bear and began firing. His massive rifle ripped into them. It felt good to see
them die. They were murderers, inhuman. Insects underfoot. He almost laughed as
he killed them. Still, they came at him, crawling and leaping through the hail
of bullets and fire from Red’s pistols. Every one that died was replaced by
another climbing through the bodies of the ones before.


The ship’s gravity weakened and Ram, unprepared, lost his footing
and drifted away. He stopped shooting as he drifted a few meters.


Gravity returned with twice the force and he crashed down into the
floor, buckling his legs under him and he fell, clutching his weapon to stop it
sliding away.


While Ram was down, Red kept firing over his head but the wheelers
kept coming despite the high gravity, dragging themselves forward and returning
fire.


Their pistol blasts crashed and burst around him. They were on him
and Red, spilling out of the door in a whirlwind of claws and stamping feet. It
was all Ram could do to get to one knee, draw his sword and bring it to bear.
As the ship finished its maneuver, the gravity dropped again to nothing and Red
sank its claws into Ram’s back.


It’s betrayed me. 


Ram tried to run it through but Red, its claws hooked into Ram’s
armor, threw him down the corridor. Away from danger. He tumbled and rotated in
time to see Red surrounded by the attacking wheelers. The Wildfire
initiated another course change and Ram fell into the side wall, then onto the
ceiling.


The wild cluster of creatures got hit by bright plasma blasts from
within and Red emerged from them, clawing his way out and shooting behind him. 


Fighting the urge to simply flee for himself, Ram braced himself,
waited for Red to pass by and then Ram opened up with his XRS-Handspear once
more. He had a clear line of sight to six aliens that were less than ten meters
away. Some small part of his awareness was surprised to feel himself grinning
as he opened fire. The savage weapon butchered them, tearing them to pieces in
mere seconds. 


But more came. Red covered him while Ram moved back and then
provided cover in turn. The ship continued to thrust and cruise at random
intervals while they retreated. 


We’re going to make it, Ram thought, just as another group of
enemies came at them from the other direction. 


Ram was hit. Enemy plasma shots erupted against his shoulder,
throwing him down. It burned through enough outer layers that Ram could smell
the burning from inside his helmet. He was moving and shooting at the enemies
one way and Red the other but Ram was sure they had missed their route back to
the shuttle bay. 


They’re going to leave without me or we’ll all die when the device
goes off. 


He was vaguely aware of the detonation timer as it ticked round
and flashed a notification.


Four minutes. Assuming they didn’t lie about that as well.


His rifle clicked and stopped firing. Ram reloaded his tactical
drum magazine while moving but the gravity slammed him to the ceiling. Hard.
Landing on his head in about 4 g dazed him for a moment. Just a moment but it
was long enough to get hit twice more. The rounds hit his chest, one after the
other. And then a third caught him in the belly. Smoke blinded him and his suit
struggled to continue to stream IR data to him, disrupting the data flow. He
coughed and backed away, trying to find Red in the smoke. His chest hurt. His
XRS-Handspear got hit, as did his hands, and the weapon was gone.


Red was there, dragging him again. At least, he hoped it was Red.
The alien shoved Ram into a doorway and kicked him, repeatedly, with the flat
underside of one its giant feet. Red kept firing at enemies away down the
corridor that Ram could not see. 


He could not see anything because his armor was on fire. 


Warnings flashed on his AugHug before it died and, in fear, he
frantically patted his chest, trying to stifle the flames. Instead, the fire
spread to his gloves and arms. 


Be calm.


The flames licked higher. 


I don’t want to burn to death. Atomized in an explosion was one
thing but I don’t want to be burnt all over first. 


The suit’s fire suppression systems had failed or been destroyed.
The Marine training protocol was clear. Even in a hostile and unsuitable atmosphere,
he needed to ditch his armor and find a breathing mask instead. Great advice,
if you’re in or near a human outpost. Seeing how he was about to get killed either
way, Ram released the seals on his armor and peeled off the upper body section
while Red dragged Ram into a narrow, small space through a door in the wall of
the corridor. It was like a small blast door, thick and heavy.


Red dragged it shut behind them and reloaded his weapons while
their pursuers pounded on the door from the other side. The room was dark but
the fires on Ram’s suit illuminated everything well enough. 


Ram wriggled his burning suit off his body in zero-g, surrounded
by vile smoke. The layers melted off, smoking and some touched his skin,
smearing the chemical agony over his arm until he put out the licking flames,
snuffing out the light. 


The air stank, was foul, vile.


His rifle was gone, his suit gone. Ram yanked off the helmet and realized
he could see almost nothing with his eyes. Even though his eyes were engineered
to be sensitive even in low light conditions, his armor sensors had kept him
aware of his environment. Without them, he was close to blind.


The door protecting them rang with the enemies attacking it. 


It hurt his throat to breathe the alien atmosphere, polluted
further by the fumes from his suit. The air was wickedly hot, bone dry and it
stank, catching in his throat and burning it raw with each breath. It weakened
him, making him light headed while he fought for air. 


Gravity returned and he fell to his knees, momentarily pinning the
steaming, hot mass that had been his armor to the floor with his knees, burning
him again. 


You’re almost done, Ram.


At least he still had his sword. “We have to get back,” Ram said, throat
hoarse. “Red. Shuttle. Almost out of time.”


“Door. Barrier. Dam. Wall. Obstacle.”


“Alright, I get it.”


“Shield. Shelter.”


“I get it, I said,” Ram snarled. “We’ll have to fight our way out.
Come on. Open door.”


Red understood, opened up the door to the enemies in the corridor
who were intent on avenging their lord, their chief. The giant dressed in white
that Red had murdered, perhaps. Wounded, at least. 


Ram waded into them, spearing them and cutting them down, blood
flying from those closest while those behind traded shots with Red.


But they were too many. 


There was no way he would make it back to the shuttle before the
bomb went off. No way. 


Behind them down the corridor, Ram heard a familiar weapon begin
firing.


“Get back,” Ram shouted and pushed Red inside their shelter while
Sergeant Stirling’s Gatling gun opened up behind the roiling mass of enemies.
The gun shredded the aliens, bursting them to pieces in a brutal shower of
rounds. It took a few seconds for them to all be downed. Ram rushed into the
silence, stepping into a knee-high pool of blood and bodies. Plenty were still
moving but Ram ignored them and hurried toward Stirling. 


The big Marine stood in the corridor, shrugging off the weapon
system, ammo, and equipment he had dragged with him from the shuttle. 


“Sir,” he said. “We need to leave.” 


“Go, go,” Ram shouted, hearing Red squelching through the corpses
behind him. 


Gravity increased again and Ram bounded after the sergeant who was
moving pretty well, in spite of his injury. 


“This way,” Stirling shouted and Ram followed him through a
doorway back to the wide, high and open space of the alien shuttle bay. 


The shuttle was there, rear door open and the three remaining
Gatling guns jutting from the top of the ramp. In the middle of the bay was the
device, squatting there ready to turn them all into atoms.


The hangar doors, the route to freedom and life, remained closed.


A few steps ahead, Stirling limped frantically to the shuttle
while Red rolled behind. Ram hobbled forward, his burns slowing him but fear of
being left behind forced him on. 


Beside him, a massive section of the wall, floor to ceiling, slid
sideways. 


The giant alien stepped from the open door, raised a squat weapon
and blasted Stirling with it. Air between the alien and Stirling flexed and
warped but Ram saw no energy discharge. All the same, Stirling cried out and
fell down as he ran, skidding on his face across the deck. 


Red rolled on and scooped Stirling up, dragging him by the suit up
the ramp. 


Without making a conscious decision, Ram found himself charging at
the alien with his sword held ready, back over his shoulder. 


Just one of its massive four legs was the size of Ram’s entire
body. Bigger, even. And the creature towered above that. It was moving to the
device. It might even have been big and strong enough to tear it from the deck
and toss it out, making their impending deaths entirely pointless. 


As he ran, he thought of Milena and how the colonel and UNOP had
tricked him. Used him once again. All the talk of him being a Marine now, being
valuable. And then to concoct a story about Milena and the others being
prisoners, just to get him to join the mission. All a fabrication. All lies.
They just wanted him to deliver a bomb, fight off any resistance and then he could
die for all they cared. He would have died for Milena. He might even have died
for humanity. Shit, he had done that already. But they had tricked him and that
infuriated him beyond anything he could accept. 


The giant had not noticed him, so far as he could tell, while he
charged at it, charged at the nearest of the four lower limbs.


The white garment covering its body was tight and showed the
detail of the limbs, showed the bony joints. Its huge, splayed feet were like
the wheelers’ pads, only they were encased in a thick shell. The legs above were
relatively thin at the ankles and he aimed for the nearest one.


Perhaps he could cut its tendons and muscles or whatever
equivalent tissue it had. If he managed to do so on two or three of its legs,
he could bring it down, run his blade through its abdomen, through its thorax. 


By the time he reached it, the creature was moving to the device,
its legs rising and falling, one at a time. For such a giant, it had a steady
gait. Each leg lifting and stepping in turn, one after the other in a clockwise
fashion, stepping in a smooth rippling motion but flowing forward. 


Ram timed his blow so it landed just as the leg took its turn to
step forward, just as it placed its weight back down on that leg. He sliced it
down at an oblique angle, pulling a deep cut into the flesh below the enormous
joint. The clothing over its skin was smooth as silk but slick and thick like a
rubberized, hydrophobic monsoon coat.


His long, heavy, wickedly-sharp blade slid through the outer layer
like it wasn’t there and the gashed garment sprang apart into a long leaf
shaped hole. His blade bit into the skin beneath, which resisted for a moment
as it was tough as elephant hide but the edge sliced its way through and he
pulled it deeper into the leg, dragging it through tendons that resisted for a
fraction of a second before pinging like snapped guitar strings, all the way
into the bone. 


It jerked its leg away from him before he had finished the first
cut, yanking it up and the whole monstrous great creature shuddered. A deep,
mournful moan turned into a screech and it kicked Ram with its wounded leg. 


At least, it would have done so if Ram had not kept moving,
allowing momentum to take him beyond the first leg, underneath the alien and
heading for the next leg in, blood spraying off his blade behind him. Ram
jabbed his sword low into the ankle of that next foot, leaning on it with all
his weight to drive it home, grinding against the bone.


It flinched, yanked its vast foot away while Ram fought to keep
hold of the weapon, twisting and drawing it out in a shower of red blood and a
puffy, milky substance.


As the alien retreated, Ram chased it down, trying to stay close
without being directly underneath the body. He was afraid of it dropping on
him. The weight of the thing would certainly crush him to death.


The Wildfire stopped accelerating and Ram found himself
lifting off the deck. He frantically searched for something to grab hold of but
the only thing near him was the alien itself. The creature did not float up,
its feet in the wide black boots were fixed to the deck by some means or other
and it had time to respond.


It was the arms that got him. It reached down and smacked him with
a swinging blow. A blow with the mass of tons behind it, sending him flying
into the device, hard enough to snap his left arm and break his hand. Somehow,
he grabbed hold with the other hand, crying out in pain. His sword was gone. He
twisted in the air in time to see the wheelers coming into the hangar, three of
them tumbling in, spinning by the chief.


The wheelers fired at him. They shot him with their plasma
pistols, the shots hitting the device behind him and he raised his broken arm
to shield his face. A round hit his hand and he watched through tears and smoke
as the heat melted his fist and the flesh peeled back from the bone. 


Above, the massive alien brought its odd weapon to bear and aimed
at Ram. He curled up in a ball, braced his feet against the device and pushed
off as the weapon hit where he had been.


But it caught him.


The waves emitted from the weapon washed over him as he tumbled
and twisted over the deck and slammed into the cargo ramp in a jumble of agony,
muscles contracting uncontrollably. 


All he could do was watch as the monsters came forward, shooting
into the hold. The closest of them crawled up the ramp and the giant took aim
at the shuttle as it limped closer.


The Gatling guns opened up. Someone firing. Above him, the noise
overwhelmed what little sense he had left but he saw through his tears and
spasms of his face as the giant was torn apart. The chains of rounds streamed
through its enormous body, throwing it back and turning it in to rags and limbs
and blood. 


The ramp lifted him up, bringing him inside the shuttle cargo bay.


Safe at last, he thought, as he lost consciousness, leaking blood
and shaking uncontrollably while the shuttle vibrated massively around him. 
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When the cargo ramp
was half closed, Kat detonated the shaped charges under the shuttle and
increased power to the engines. Even though the charges focused almost all their
force down, she still saw the flash of light and the shower of debris through
the cockpit windows, illuminating the darkness of the Wildfire’s drone
hangar.  The blast of the localized explosion beneath rocked the Lepus
violently and damage warnings lit up her console as the force travelled through
her landing gear and her hull, rattling them. 


Her ERANS was running hot and every decision could be weighed,
every action could be considered.


Still, there was not enough time.


Twenty seconds until device detonation. 


She thrust down into the wreckage of the drone hangar doors,
forcing the landing gear and the undercarriage against the shredded metal and
increased the power. The hull screeched and the thrusters redlined so she
flipped off the limiters and prayed they would not fail, not yet. Not yet. 


Around her, the Wildfire accelerated and her shuttle pushed
down against the blasted wreckage, tearing away shielding plates. 


Fifteen seconds. 


If she only had more power, she could force her way through. She gimbaled
the engines as far as they would go and touched the thrust, tapping it to 3%.
Level 1 warnings flashed.


 Proximity warning. Enclosed space. Do not engage main engines. 


The hull screamed and the engines shook. 


Ten seconds. 


She was hooked up on the wreckage. The hole was too small, too
irregular. They were stuck and they would die, a meter or two of twisted alien
alloy between her and infinite space. Between death and life.


Death was inevitable, once the device exploded. No risk she might
take with the shuttle was too great. Even if the engines tore off, if the hull
was ripped in half, even if she ended up falling through space in a powerless
hulk or in her space suit alone, it would be better than certain death.


Kat gritted her teeth and pushed the main engine thrust to 10%. 


The shuttle bucked and dropped, jarring and rattling as it caught
on something further down, further out, twisting and slamming into the sides of
the blasted hangar doors. 


Five seconds. 


It was too late. They were dead. There was not enough time to
reach safe distance, no matter what. 


She squeezed her eyes shut and hammered the thrust to 100%. 


The blast-roar of the engines was like an endless detonation in
itself. With barely a moment’s friction, she came free. Hard acceleration
pushed her into her seat and they were out into— 


And the explosion caught them. The device detonated inside the Wildfire
but a portion of the blast escaped through the same hole the shuttle had and it
hit them, engulfed them in a maelstrom of swirling, expanding hot gases and
pieces of hypersonic debris. 


The Lepus was travelling away, fast, and that alone saved
them from immediate destruction. But the expanding gas tumbled them, pushing
the shuttle sideways, away from its engine thrust vector. The sudden change in
velocity threatened to rip the hull apart. They rolled and twisted, sliding
sideways through a space illuminated with the fire from the Sentinel and
the Wildfire. Each ship, separated by thousands of kilometers, thrust
with their vast engines in unending evasive maneuvers. 


Through the cockpit window, lights burst and flashed. Explosions
detonated all around.


The Sentinel’s nuclear arsenal, exploding farther out to
destroy the Wildfire’s drone fleet. As the shuttle rolled, each of a
series of vast spherical detonations appeared to her like the spreading open of
a flower with a thousand petals, bright yellow-white on the expanding edge with
a searing ball of brightness right in the center. Between the edges and the
centers was a darkness that somehow seemed blacker than the space around, as if
each blast was opening a portal to Hell within. Gases and ionized particles
interacting with the Wildfire’s magnetic shielding flickered with
flowing waves, illuminated further by the flashing of deflected laser light.
White-hot railgun bullets whipped through it all like ribbons, fired from the Sentinel’s
drones and perhaps from the Sentinel itself, unseen somewhere out there.



After all they had been through to plant and detonate the device
within the Wildfire, they had been too slow. Taken too long in the
approach, perhaps. The engagement was well underway by the time it had gone off
and whatever damage it might do, it had not happened early enough to interrupt
the deployment of the Wildfire’s beam weapon.


Tiny flashes pinged everywhere she looked. Her sensors were
overwhelmed with the information.


We need a path through this. 


“Sheila,” Kat said, the ERANS helping her to speak objectively
quickly but subjectively slowly. “Execute Omega One.”


Nothing. 


“Sheila?” 


Her control panels flickered as she checked the computer systems
function data. 


AI status. Unknown.


Oh shit.


The Sentinel’s missiles flashed against the Wildfire
perimeter. Every second, the shuttle spiraled away from the Wildfire and
further into the violent kaleidoscope of nuclear explosions, flashing, growing
and intersecting as the plasma corollas burst through each other. 


There is no way through. 


None that she could see, even with the ERANS burning. She needed
the AI. She needed to process data faster than humanly possible. 


Kat fed the epinephrine pods into her suit. One, two, three. They
were administered despite suit health warnings.


Her heart beat so hard she had to fight for breath. 


She fed three more epipods into the suit and confirmed she wanted
them and accepted the certain death that would follow. 


All she needed was a few objective seconds of life. That would be
enough to get through the pulsing, collapsing shockwaves out into space. If
Sheila could not be properly restored and made functional the Sentinel
could collect the shuttle, bring it in and treat Seti and Stirling. Just a few
seconds to get through. 


The pace of the flickering slowed as her ERANS peaked. Flares
popped in the blackness like fat raindrops on asphalt. Through it all, she
could make out the glow of engines from the dozens of drones racing to cause
damage or to prevent it. It was not worth sending a distress call. It would
never get through and even if it did, no one would be able to do anything until
the battle was over.  


There.


A gap in the deep, shifting perimeter. It was not there yet. It
was a swirling ball of gases but they would dissipate and the waves would pass
through each other in time for her to slip through the resulting gap.


Assuming another missile was not in her path, undetected, waiting
to detonate just as the Lepus passed it. 


Wrestling control back of herself and her raging adrenaline, she
finished correcting the tumbling of the shuttle with the RCS and the gimbaled
engines and set a loping course though the chains and ribbons of dumb slugs.


The rail gun rounds hit her anyway. A series punched right through
her hull, crashing subsystems and venting shuttle fluids and gases.


Kat could not breathe. A severe pain in her chest hit her in
waves. At first, she assumed she had been killed by a huge bullet and yet, when
she glanced down, her suit and her body were intact.


Heart attack.


Whether Stirling and Seti were still alive in the back, she had no
idea. Pain overwhelmed her. She hoped that they would live. She hoped that the Sentinel
would win. She hoped that they would pick up the Marines. 


She hoped.


 


 
















 


19.


 


Milena lay in Ram’s arms in their bed in the low light. It was
late and they had to get up but neither wanted to go anywhere. Not only did he
not want to get up, Ram would have happily stayed precisely where he was
forever, feeling her skin on his. 


“Cassidy’s really trying to take you down,” Milena said, her voice
low. “Take you out completely.”


Ram sighed. “Can we just not talk about it for a few minutes?”


She shifted her body against him, her skin rapidly cooling
wherever it was not touching his. “If not now, when?” 


Of course, she was right. Always, Milena was right. It was she who
had warned him of the enemies he had on the Victory and with her advice
he had made it all the way from the wormhole to the approach to the planet
Arcadia. She had someone in the Marines feeding her information, and someone in
the civilian command structure, and probably a few others that she trusted.
Even though she was no computer engineer, she had created some programs to
sniff out relevant data from the ship network. Data about who was meeting with
who, and whether those meetings were recorded officially or not. Combined with
her enormously high IQ and well developed deductive reasoning, she had
discerned threats from their supposed comrades weeks and even months before
anything happened. Without her watching his back, he would have fallen foul of
one of Cassidy and Zuma’s plans far earlier. Plans to sideline Ram, plans to
refuse his entry to the Corps and then the officer training program. 


But this was another level. 


“I can’t see why they would even want to kill me,” Ram
said. “If Cassidy and Zuma want to take over, they’ll have to kill Zhukov and
Captain Tamura. Not me. I have no power. Removing me serves no purpose.”


She ran the fingers of one hand over the ridges of his stomach.
“They never wanted you. And you constantly challenge them, especially now
you’re an officer in the Marine Corps. Despite Cassidy doing all he could to
block you at every step of the way, you defied him and he feels both stifled
and abandoned by his senior officers. He can’t get his own way with you. And I
bet I know what else he’s thinking.”


“I don’t doubt that you do.”


She drove a fist into his ribs and Ram grinned while she
continued. “He is wondering how long before some armchair admiral back on Earth
or Howe himself will promote you to be Cassidy’s equal, in some way, or perhaps
even his superior.”


“Come on,” Ram said. “They wouldn’t be that stupid. Besides, I
don’t want any additional responsibility. Second Lieutenant is plenty to get on
with.”


“One thing I have learned through all my years in UNOP,” she said,
“is that gifted and highly trained leaders are perfectly capable of making incomprehensibly
stupid decisions.”  


“Okay, let’s say I believe that Cassidy and Zuma will try to kill
me. How could they commit a murder without the medical team discovering the
fact of it? Poison? Gunshot suicide with two shots to the back of the head? They
wouldn’t get away with it.”


“Just watch your back,” Milena said. “That’s all I’m trying to
say.”


And that was the day that Bediako had tried to kill him.


After a session of practicing hip throws, Ram and Bediako were
alone in the small dojo in D6 and, because the training room had only the one
door in or out, Ram made sure he kept on eye on that door at all times. But
Bediako had swung a massive dumbbell into the back of Ram’s cranium with force
enough to kill a grizzly bear.


The blow was a terrible one, no doubt about that. Ram found
himself on his knees and then falling forward onto his hands, head drooping.
Drooping while he blinked away the stars from his vision far enough to see the
blood streaming from the back of his head to pour onto the training mat like
someone had left the faucet running. 


Another blow might have cracked the bone and smashed his brain
stem but Bediako instead slipped his arms around Ram’s neck and squeezed.


Even as dazed as he was, Ram intuitively understood that they were
going to make his murder look like a training session gone bad. 


He fought back. He crushed Bediako’s face and throat by the time
the Marines arrived to subdue him and Ram was enraged enough to take the same
dumbbell and cave in the old bastard’s skull. All while witnesses stood in the
doorway, helpless or fearful of intervening, lest they be killed, too. 


For a few hours, Ram wondered if it had been a Cassidy / Zuma plot
or if Bediako had just decided to do it for his own reasons but then the dojo
surveillance video showed Ram as the one instigating the assault. Someone had
cleverly doctored the video and done so seamlessly and rapidly. 


In less than a day, he was strapped into Dr. Fo’s surgery chair. 


“You going to scoop out my brains, Doc?” Ram asked him. 


“There’s really no need for the false bravado,” Dr. Fo had said.
“The procedure will merely block your recall of events over these last months.”


“So, it’s reversible?” Ram said, a glimmer of hope forming. 


Dr. Fo sighed. “Yes, I suppose so, but I don’t know how I would do
it.”


“How can you not know? You’re lying. Doing what Zuma tells you to
do, like a lapdog. Tell me.”


“Your memories before the Orb were precisely recorded and then
transferred to this new body, do you see? And all the memories you made since then
are therefore rather easily discernable. All I have to do is deny them
integration using the scan to identify the points which is relayed to the
digital cell swarm for the blocker layer to be overlaid. I would expect the
blockers to wear away over time.”


“How much time?”


“Impossible to say for certain. Months, even years.”


“What can I do to fix it?” Ram said. “I can’t wait that long to
get myself back.”


Fo sighed. “It’s possible that overwhelming emotional trauma could
do it. A massive hormone response could interfere with it. But your endocrine
system is a disaster area already, so, who knows?”


Milena was at his side. “Remember me,” she kept saying. “I love
you. Remember me.”


“I will,” he promised. “I will.”


 


***


 


There was something looming over him. Shapes. Ram tried to raise a
hand to fend them off but he could not move.


My arm. I lost my arm, it burned up. Where am I?


“Easy, Lieutenant.”


An old man’s voice.


“Colonel Mathieson?” 


“His mind is intact,” the colonel said. “You people really do know
what you’re doing.”


An unseen voice responded. “Very amusing, I’m sure.” 


“Dr. Fo?” Ram said. It came out wrong, half moan and half croak.
“What happened? Where are we?”


It took them a while but they brought him round. Elevated his bed
into a half upright, reclined position and gave him a hit of something that
woke him up. Ram came back to himself enough to look around the unfamiliar
room. He noted the medical and military personnel, the dimensions of the walls
and ceiling, the scrubbed whiteness all around. And he knew he was back on the Sentinel,
undergoing medical care. 


“Seems like I spend a lot of time in medical beds, speaking to
important people like you, Colonel,” Ram said. The colonel nodded and opened
his mouth to respond but Ram cut him off. “You lied to me. You tricked me into
that mission with a lie.”


Milena really is dead. Always was. 


The pain of it hit him fully. When he had not recalled their life
together, she was just a friend, a close colleague. A brilliant and beautiful
woman who was an idea more than a real person. An aspirational woman. He had
suffered the loss of someone who wasn’t real. 


With the memories all there, she was suddenly real. He had known
her and she had known him. They had hundreds of shared moments, nights spent
together, meals taken together. Her rare smile, her rarer laugh. Learning how
to tease her and to relax when he realized she truly did like him, then love
him. 


And she was gone. Ram had failed to protect her and failed to
rescue her in time. 


Maybe it would have been better to not remember her at all. 


Maybe. 


Colonel Mathieson stared down at him. “You are quite right. I did
lie. I can apologize, personally. I take no pleasure and no pride in it. In
lying to you, manipulating you. But the mission comes first. Humanity comes
first. I sacrifice my pride and my personal and professional morality for the
survival of humanity. I would happily spend my own life to defend our
civilization and I spend yours and all my men’s lives for the same reason. But
I take no pride in it.”


Ram scoffed. “Why am I even surprised? You people bred me in
secret, you cut off my head, abducted me, used me over and over. I should not
be surprised.” Ram’s mouth was dry. He licked his lips. “But you did it so
easily. So effortlessly. And I fell for it completely. I’m the idiot for
trusting you.”


“It does not reflect poorly on you, you know.” The Colonel
shrugged. “We have rather mastered psychological manipulation. Yes, we used
you. We fed that dolt Dr. Arthur with a few suggestions and he repeated what we
wanted him to repeat. He believed he saw what he said he saw. You needed no
more than a little nudge. You are a man who feels a powerful urge to rescue the
damsel in distress. That’s nothing to be ashamed about, that’s a very positive
trait. Simply one that was easy to exploit, that’s all. Don’t beat yourself up
over it. All I wanted was to get you on that shuttle so you could protect the
deployment of the device in case the internal space was protected by alien
infantry. I hoped that you would read your sealed orders, meet no resistance
and get away on the shuttle.”


Ram remembered the churning cascade of wheelers, blowing them
apart with his weapon, cutting them to pieces with his sword. 


That giant creature. The monstrous great hive queen.


“What was that thing?” Ram said, trying and failing to sit up. “That
giant alien. Did anyone tell you about—” he broke off, coughing. Someone
slipped a straw in his mouth and he sipped at cold water. Ram caught sight of
the H-gel wrap that encased the stump where his elbow used to be. He spluttered
with the water and relaxed his head back down on the pillow. “What about the
giant alien that—”


The colonel raised a hand, shutting Ram up. “The shielded suit
cameras plus the shuttle sensors recorded the alien creature and streamed the
data to the shuttle black box. Most of the images were degraded, either from
the time of recording or due to issues with storage of the data. The wheelers
are really quite liberal with their deployment of radiation-based weaponry and
defensive system. Anyway, we pieced it together. It surprised a lot of the
scientists and then we worked hard to get the whole story from Red. There are a
lot of problems with the translation and I’m sure we are misunderstanding a lot
but we have the general picture.”


“Okay.”


The colonel continued. “On the wheeler planet, there evolved two
intelligent races.” Dr. Fo made a polite coughing sound from the other side of
the bed and the colonel shrugged. “Alright, one intelligent race evolved, which
were the warlocks. That’s the UNOP reporting name currently assigned to the
giant aliens. Warlock. The warlock race evolved and they were probably served
by the wheelhunters, in the same way that homo sapiens society developed
alongside wolves, turning them into dogs.”


Dr. Fo cleared his throat again and was this time unable to hold
his tongue. “That is merely a possibly analogous situation, we do not actually
know if that accurately reflects the situation, even loosely. And we are
certain that the wheelhunters are far more intelligent than dogs but whether
that is a result of uplifting by the warlock race to genetically improve them
by artificial selection or by gene editing, we simply do not know at this
point. But it is most fascinating. Most fascinating.”


“Uplifting?” Ram said but they ignored him.


“Thank you, doctor,” Colonel Mathieson said, his tone barely
civil. “You don’t need to worry about any of that right now, Ram, you just
focus on getting better.”


“Wait a second,” Ram said. “You knew about the alien, didn’t you. The
big one. I bet Red told you about it before we even boarded and that’s why Red
wanted to go. Then you concocted the bullshit about Milena being a prisoner.”
Ram looked at Fo, who pretended to be reading from a screen. That was when Ram
knew for certain he was right. “Did Red tell you to kill the leader before the
battle? Did you think the bomb wouldn’t be enough? Why did you not tell me the
truth, I would have gone anyway, to kill that thing.”


Colonel Mathieson breathed in sharply through his nose, held it
and breathed out of his mouth. “Okay. We had an idea that it might be the case
but we could not be sure.  There were so many misunderstandings between Red and
us that we honestly had no idea if he was trying to screw us over by going back
to his people. But we took a chance. And your profile said you would be less
likely to go if it was an assassination mission.”


“I would have gone anyway.”


The colonel said nothing. 


“Did you make me go after Red, when he ignored orders to return to
the shuttle?”


“You did that all on your own. He appreciates it, by the way. I
think you made a lifelong fan right there.”


On my own? Do I even have any free will anymore? When was the last
free choice I ever made? Have I ever had one to make?”


Ram’s head hurt, so he was willing to let it go. “What about
Stirling? And Kat?”


“The sergeant lives. Injured, badly. Like you, in many ways. But
he lives. As does the pilot, Lieutenant Xenakis. She experienced a severe
reaction to the substances she took to enhance her flying abilities. She
intentionally overdosed so that she could get you all out of there. On the
other hand, her recovery will be swifter and more complete than yours as she
was not hit by the Wildfire’s energy weapon and she spent a lot of time
in the Lepus’s cockpit, which is pretty heavily shielded.”


“Good,” Ram said. “That’s good.” He took a shaking breath and felt
his heart fluttering in his chest. A profound weakness settled in his limbs.
Even his vision was blurred. “What’s wrong with me?”


“You lost an arm, son. You have broken bones, swollen organs,
internal bleeding. Brain damage. Nothing that can’t be fixed. The doctors will
grow you a new arm and if it doesn’t take we’ll get you a state of the art
prosthetic with enormous power and strength, integrated with your nervous
system of course and with full sensation and—”


“Sir,” Ram said. “Colonel Mathieson? Dr. Fo?” 


The colonel broke off. He looked at Dr. Fo and the doctor looked
at Ram. 


“I remember everything,” Ram said, licking his dry lips. “Dr. Fo,
I imagine that you told the colonel what happened, if he didn’t know already?
But yeah, I remember that Captain Cassidy and old Director Zuma tried to have
me killed. Wanted me out of the way so they got Bediako to try to kill me. When
I killed him instead, they framed me as a murderer and a faulty model. I’m
basically an artificial person anyway, right? What does it matter if my rights
are taken away? I was made so I could be unmade just as easily. I’m sure it was
an easy argument to make. They had my memory blocked. That’s a kind of murder,
isn’t it? They killed who I was, stole from me my entire relationship with
Milena so that I had no idea when I woke up. What we meant to each other. And
now she’s—”


He ran out of breath. Tried to calm himself.


“At least Cassidy was killed. An ignominious end, too. Still, I
wish I could have done it. I wish I could have torn his head from his shoulders
with my own hands. But what about Zuma, does she live? Did she die in the final
assault on the outpost? And Sergeant Major Gruger. I saved his life, carried
him out of there and the whole time he was my enemy. I’m going to have to kill
him, too.”


What am I saying?  I shouldn’t admit it to these men. What drugs
am I on? I’m hurt bad. Am I dying?


Neither men spoke for a moment until the colonel eased his ass
onto the edge of Ram’s bed. He hesitated, staring off to a point over Ram’s
head as if the colonel was wondering what to say or, perhaps, where to start.


“We always knew we would need human innovation out here so far
from home,” Mathieson said. “Innovation, creative problem solving from our
engineers, scientists and from our Marines. Everything about our deployment out
here is unconventional and we have had to design everything with flexibility in
mind. We just did not know how to fight this enemy and we brought as many
variables of weapons and equipment as could be made viable rather than commit
to the wrong thing. Because of that, we emphasized creativity and
unconventional thinking in our selection criteria for the Sentinel, not
just in the officers but in every rank.”


Where are you going with this? You want me to forgive those
crimes? Or is this about me?


“I see what you’re saying,” Ram said. “And that’s one reason they
let me join the Marines, when they brought me back the first time. You didn’t
know what would be needed. But Captain Cassidy and the others didn’t want me
involved.”


The colonel nodded, a small patronizing smile on his face. “Do you
know why?”


Ram tried to shrug but he could barely move. “I was never really
supposed to be the Subject Alpha. I always thought a lot of the people on the Victory
were embarrassed about me. And when I won, I bet they felt dumb. Annoyed to be
proved wrong.” Ram broke off, sighing. It all seemed pointless. “I don’t know.”


“Because you proved yourself to be untrustworthy, Ram,” the
colonel said, tilting his head. “Even when you joined up, you never truly saw
yourself as part of the command structure. You had too much independence of
thought, and of action. You would happily not follow an order that you
disagreed with. Cassidy would point out that you treated the Marine Corps like
it was just another Avar game, that you could unplug whenever you felt like
it.”


Ram was about to argue but he knew it was true. 


“So I might not be cut out to be a Marine but is that reason
enough to have it all wiped out? Do you really think that? Do you know what
they were really up to?”


“They said that you committed a murder. They wiped your memories
without prior authorization. I am sure that Director Zuma and Captain Cassidy
thought they were being very clever when they did that but they did it without
requesting authorization from either the admiral, myself or from UNOP Command.
Because they knew they would be turned down and yet they had not killed you,
not locked you up so that you could still be used for propaganda purposes. Yes,
I am sure they thought they were being very clever. And then, when they brought
you back, you proved yourself untrustworthy again. First off, you abandoned
your post and people were abducted. You failed. Then, in an effort to rectify
your personal and professional failure, you went AWOL. You persuaded a number
of Marines to leave with you and you stole a vast amount of equipment,
ammunition and supplies. What’s more, you stole the only two high speed human
transport vehicles on the entire planet.”


Ram did not bother to argue. Did not point out the fact that those
vehicles were not being utilized tactically as there was nowhere to go and the
decision had been made to patrol on foot with drone support. He did not bother
to point out that he had never been posted in the hall where the civilians were
abducted and had in fact saved the outpost from being overrun by frontal
assault. There was at least one Marine who was guarding them and he had failed to
stop the attack. Arguing with officers was no good. You might as well rail at
the gods. And he felt exhausted. Empty of will. Ram said nothing.


“It was not just you, of course,” the colonel continued. “The
others in your team were no doubt a bad influence. Still, you were the
Lieutenant. The responsibility falls on you.”


I didn’t even know I was a Marine at that point. And Tseng was the
Lieutenant, not me. A former Lieutenant demoted because Tseng was an obstacle
to Cassidy’s hidden but rampant ambition.


“Do you even know, sir?” Ram asked. “Do you even know that Captain
Cassidy was trying to get himself the main gig here on Arcadia? Him and Zuma
had it all worked out. I remember it all now. They were working to undermine
Director Zhukov and Captain Tamura, have them removed or killed so that Zuma
would become the first governor of Arcadia and Cassidy would be the muscle.
Maybe it wasn’t obvious to anyone who wasn’t out here with us in the Victory
but we all felt so far from home. So cut off. And here we had an entire system,
so many worlds to claim and it would be filled with humanity in just a few
generations. And it is effectively remote, in a way that colonists have been
only a few times before in human history. If you were an ambitious person, you
might see yourself as a ruler here. They kept talking about how there would be
a need for strong leadership, a strong governor under military rule. Who knows
what laws they would have to implement out here in the name of efficiency and
order. Zuma and Cassidy and their allies wanted to get in early, before the
Sentinel showed up. They wanted to establish themselves as effective leaders.
Zhukov and Tamura were decent men, they weren’t wired in the same way, couldn’t
see what was happening. But some of us saw. Cassidy had almost the entire
company of Marines eating out of his hand, and why wouldn’t they? The man was a
legend. But there were a few Marines who could see through his bullshit. The
ones he and Gruger couldn’t threaten back into line were removed. Declared
unfit for duty.” Ram searched the colonel’s face. “Do you know any of this,
sir?”


Colonel Mathieson pursed his lips. “A lot of that is conjecture.
We really have no evidence for any of that. And does it really matter now that
so many are dead? Things have changed, drastically. But I agree that the
Marines in F Team did seem, in fact, to be capable enough, in practice.”


Ram sighed. “What happened to them, sir? Were they killed in the
final attack?”


The colonel raised his eyebrows. “They all lived. In fact, I have
a list of commendations from Captain Tseng on my desk that I have to process.”
The colonel’s eyes glazed over as he read off his AugHud. “Fury, Flores,
Harris, Cooper? Injuries, some of them severe, actually. But they will all be
physically fit soon enough and if they pass the psychological tests then I’m
sure some or all will return to active duty eventually.”


“Did you say Captain Tseng?”


Colonel Mathieson nodded. “Promoted. He performed admirably in the
final defense. In fact, when our reinforcements arrived, Major Mdele ceded
overall operational control to the lieutenant until the primary combat phase
was over. Incredibly brave and confident decision by Major Mdele, wouldn’t you
say? He should not have done that, he was under orders to take command. He had
two captains and five lieutenants under him. But those are the kinds of
decisions we need out here. Those kinds of leaders. Leaders like you, Ram.”


Ram was not listening closely until the end. “Me?” The colonel had
a tiny smile on his face. “Didn’t you just list reasons I’m not to be trusted?”


“When you select for creativity, you also tend to choose people
who have individualist approaches to the imposition of discipline. And that’s
what happened on the Victory. That’s what happened on Arcadia. Now, if
you had not done so, we would have lost Dr. Arthur and more importantly we
would never have rescued your friend Red. Not only did you bring it out of
there, you brought it back to the outpost. It repaid you in kind, saving you
from the other one. But the intelligence value that Red had to offer was beyond
anything we could have achieved without it. Since you have been unconscious, we
have had a number of significant developments on the ground.”


The colonel paused. 


What, you want me to tease it out of you or something?


“Developments, sir?”


Mathieson smiled. He looked like he was unused to the expression.
“Speculation about the wheelhunter society and culture have been cleared up by
Red. The wheelers do serve the giant warlocks. It is a two-tiered society. At
least two tiers, I’m sure there are many gradations. Nevertheless, there are a
small number of the warlocks, they are in control and they have all the power.
Perhaps only a few thousand of them, we’re not sure. Red does not appear to
know, or if he does, he is hiding it from us. There are billions of wheelers,
however, and they have a rich and complex layered society with specialization
and individual variation just as much as humanity has.”


Dr. Fo cut in again. “We really do not know very much at this
point but the general thrust of what the colonel is saying is likely accurate.
Generally. We think.”


The colonel rolled his eyes. “Anyway, they mostly do not consider
themselves to be subjugated and nevertheless, there are some who feel
different. It’s not clear if this is tribal, or a philosophical position, or if
it is simply a reaction to the actions of the warlocks or the wheeler leaders.
Your friend Red claims that it was a scientist or a doctor or something along
those lines but it found itself experimented upon, its genetic structure
altered in some way and these human eyes grown or grafted on him and his
liberty was removed.”


“We only have Red’s version of the story,” Dr. Fo said. 


Mathieson flicked him an angry look. 


Ram was tired. Why would they not let him sleep? He wanted to just
close his eyes but the officer was going on and on.


“After the defense of the outpost, we had killed hundreds of them
but there were still hundreds left on the surface and underground in the lava
tubes. The Navy wanted to hit them from orbit, obviously but we were going to
send you boys in to clean them out of those tunnels. Interesting work, I’m sure
you would agree. I’m curious, would you be interested in leading that mission?”


“Sure,” Ram said, feeling light headed. “Why not.”


“That’s the spirit, Lieutenant Seti. Well, you won’t have to,
because Red got them to surrender to him.” Mathieson smirked. “Red went down
there, to the surface, and talked the survivors out of their holes. We’re
working with the translation devices to interrogate them all. It will take
months. Years, perhaps. But we will attempt the same on the other inhabited
planet in this system where the wheelers have another science outpost. If they
resist, we will do it the hard way.” He pointed at Ram. “You may be recovered
enough by then to do the job. But my point is that we have an ally now.
Possibly, a whole faction of allies, depending on… many factors.”


Ram licked his lips. “Congratulations, sir.”


Mathieson sighed a huge sigh. “However.” He rubbed his eyes.
“However. Twenty-six days ago, we had reports from UNOP HQ that something had
happened back in the Sol System. Something entirely unexpected. Something
unwelcome.”


“Alright.” Ram closed his eyes, seeing swirling colors and shapes.



“Ram, listen to me.” Mathieson raised his voice. “Another Orb
appeared.”


Ram snapped his eyes open, heart racing. “Sir?”


“You heard me correctly, I’m afraid. Almost on the other side of
the system to Orb Station Zero. One day it was not there and then it was,
sending a signal to Earth to announce its arrival.”


“Another Orb?” Ram said. “Like the last one?”


Dr. Fo cut in. “It appears to be identical, from the outside at
least.”


“What does it mean?” Ram said, head spinning. 


Why? Why send another to us? 


“What this means for us is that the Sentinel will soon be
heading home. Back to Earth. We will leave enough people here, along with the Ashoka
and the Genghis to protect them and travel within this system. UNOP will
keep sending more resources here to grow this planet, turn an outpost into a
true colony. But we will be returning home and you will be coming with us. And
so, I have an offer to make you.”


Ram pursed his lips. 


The offer would be to return home, Ram knew. He had been told
enough times that he only had value for propaganda purposes. Preparing him for
the inevitable transfer away from anything interesting. They could parade him
around at home. Maybe they would do a tour of the colonies first, if the
planets lined up right. That might be pretty cool, Ram thought. Seeing Mars.
Still, it felt like a useless existence. 


“An offer, sir?”


The colonel cleared his throat. “You took a huge dose of
radiation, son. You were hit by an alien weapon, something the warlock had. And
at that point, you were without your armor on and the doctor here and the
scientists, they’re not sure how those weapons work but the short-term effects
disrupt the nervous system of wheelers and, incidentally, of humans. We suspect
they are non-lethal weapons for use on the wheelhunters but they are not non-lethal
for humans.  Not in the medium- to long-term.”


“I’m dying? From radiation poisoning?”


“Well, yes. Yes, I am afraid you are. Radiation that we know
wheelers are resistant to but also some kind of toxin that is damaging your
nervous system. But we can fix all that. Eventually. The doctors will have to
put you in a coma for a while until they can fix you. When you wake up, you
will be as good as new.”


“Better,” Dr. Fo said, ominously. 


“Sounds good,” Ram said. “But I’m not hearing an offer.”


“I’d like you to keep doing what you do best,” Colonel Mathieson
said. “Lead a small group of Marines against the enemies of humanity. You will
be under my command when we get back to Earth. Sergeant Stirling requires the
same treatment as you, so it makes sense to assign him to your unit. I have a
few others in mind and your missions will be scouting, infiltration, search and
rescue. Work hard and you might just have a long career in the Corps.
Unconventional, Seti. That’s what we need now. More than ever.”


“Alright,” Ram said. “I mean, yes, sir. Sounds good, sir. But, sir?
You said we are going back to Earth? The enemy is here.”


“The biggest threat to humanity is now back in our own system.
This new Orb. First, I should explain the nomenclature. Initially, they called
it Orb Station Two because they thought calling it One would be confusing. That
was, until it communicated with us. The Orb Builders told us what to expect. It
is a new species. Not the wheelhunters, not the warlocks. A new civilization
come to challenge us for the rights to our system. And that’s why they’re
calling it Orb Station Alpha, to differentiate it further from the wheelhunter
ones.”


Oh, come on. A new threat. 


“Doesn’t seem fair,” Ram said, feeling himself drifting away. “At
least we have three decades to prepare for it.”


Mathieson looked very grave indeed. “Unfortunately, this new Orb
has a different cycle. Not every thirty years. This time, we only have nine.
Nine years from now, we send a champion to Orb Station Alpha. And the stakes
are immediately as high as they can be. The Orb tells us that if we lose, we
will be defending against this new enemy in our home system. And so, we must
prepare. Step up our recruitment of military personnel, manufacture of arms and
armor, vehicles and ships, install orbital and surface defense systems around
all our inhabited planets and minor planets, all the asteroids and orbital
platforms. Strategies will need to be drawn up. Humans taken off Earth, as many
as we can every year, and sent to the asteroids, to the outer Sol System and
here to the Cancri System and to Arcadia. But the Sentinel is needed
back home and people like you are needed in case the worst happens.”


Nine years. Two enemies. Two fronts. 


Ram closed his eyes. “Alright, sir. Sign me up, sir. Sign me up.”


 


 
















 


20.


 


Admiral Goto Howe was not particularly impressive to look at. Dark
hair, medium height and build. His flat stomach and square shoulders declared
that he might be middle aged and confined to a ship but he remained dedicated
to staying in shape. His upper-class English accent made him sound like
anything but a warrior, especially when he was being polite. And polite he was,
even going so far as pouring Kat a cup of tea from the tray on his desk and
bringing it around to her. 


But for all his civility, there was an obvious core of steel to
the man. A core of steel that came not from the projected knowledge of his
reputation and service history, although Kat was sure that was part of it. The
admiral was self-possessed to a degree that Kat had never seen before. Not in
person, at least. With every movement and every word, it was clear the man owned
his rank, his uniform, his quarters. Owned who he was, as a man and an
officer. 


The admiral’s cabin on the Sentinel was relatively large, by Kat’s
standards, but then Admiral Howe did not just sleep there, he conducted many of
his duties from the office and the meeting space. There was never a time that
the admiral was off-duty, and the rooms had more of a domestic feel than the
kind of staterooms or wardrooms she was used to. 


She supposed she should feel intimidated by him. By his confidence
and his power. Instead, Kat felt merely tired.


All she wanted now was to do her duty when she had to do so and
seek oblivion when she was not on watch. Oblivion in whatever form she could
get. One day soon, she would be heading home. Back to the Sol System, back to
Earth, and back to South Australia. Back where she could forget about UNOP and
Arcadia and where she could be her own person again. Run her own business. Mind
her own business. Already, she felt as though she was back there, with the
baking sun on her skin and the smell of the dust and hot metallic paint of her
light aircraft before taking off. 


Lightyears away but she knew her course and so was determined to
not be overwhelmed by Admiral Goto Howe, living legend or not. 


Still, it was strange enough to be alone and seated in the
presence of the God-like admiral, stranger still to be served tea by him.


“Thank you for coming to see me,” the admiral said as he passed
her cup and saucer, as if he was not the most senior and most powerful human
outside of Mars orbit and as if she had had any choice. “I know how busy you
have been, ferrying people between my ships, and between the ships and the
surface, so I’m sure you would rather be enjoying some down time instead of
stuck in here with me. I very much appreciate it.”


Kat thanked him in return for the drink but did not know what to
say in response to his familiarity. You’re welcome would be absurd and
she could only play along so far. “Busy, yes but the transfers themselves are
relaxing, sir. Not much work for me to do, now.”


The admiral perched on the edge of his desk and took a sip of his
own tea, obscuring the faint smile that appeared on his mouth. There was a
twinkle in his brown eyes when he spoke. “I am quite sure you enjoy sitting in
your cockpit, away from the squabbling civilians and my self-important
officers. I bet they give you an awful time at either end of your journeys,
no?” His smile grew when she did not argue with the point. “But I’ve heard how
well you handle the civilians, despite their endless griping. And you will
believe me when I tell you that I know exactly how you feel. In my case it is
with certain chief scientists and engineers who will remain nameless and the
useless diplomats who still seem to think the Navy is no more than their
transport system. They expect us to do all the hard work and then step aside
and allow them to make the decisions and take all the credit. There is not a
day that goes by that I do not have a waiting list of supplicants and
complainants, men and women who have spent their professional lives as the
biggest fish in the pond and who have not yet realized that they are now in the
open ocean. And they can’t stand the fact that I will be leaving a mere Navy
Captain as the military governor of the colony. Of the system, in fact.” His
eyes took on a faraway look, no doubt recalling with pleasure their
protestations. “And many of them are jostling for access to the aliens. Many of
the scientists have submitted requests for their investigations. Alien
psychology, alien physiology, anthropology, technology. I have not yet decided
how to proceed.”


“Yes, sir,” Kat said, taking a sip of her tea. It was lukewarm and
bitter. 


Over-brewed. Just like you, Kat.


“Something wrong, Lieutenant?”


“Oh, no, sir. It’s just that I have mixed feelings about bringing
all those wheelers onboard the Sentinel. I know Red’s okay and we’re
taking precautions but…”


Admiral Howe inclined his head. “But you’re worried they’ll try to
take over your shuttle in flight? That they will attempt to attack the fleet
from the inside?”


“I’m aware that we’ve planned for every eventuality, sir,” Kat
said. “It’s just a long way back to Earth as it is, and with twenty-four of
them rolling about the Sentinel it’s going to raise tensions just a bit
more than anyone else realizes.”


He spoke softly but precisely. “I see. You realize it but I do
not, is that what you are suggesting?”


Kat hesitated. But she had rarely hidden her feelings from anyone
and she honestly did not care overly much what Admiral fucking Howe thought.
Especially as she was getting out of UNOP just as soon as she got home to South
Australia. She pictured herself, in a year or two, landing at the Melbourne
Spaceport, transferring to Adelaide Airport. From there, home. She had nothing
to lose by being honest.


“Alright, I admit that I don’t know what you do or do not realize,
sir. And I know the reasoning behind taking them onto the Sentinel. We
only have his word to go on, so Red may or may not be a member of a wheeler
rebel faction and he may be able to help us in our fight against the
wheelhunters. And the wheeler survivors on the planet supposedly submitted to
his authority, they supposedly gave themselves up to us. But the truth is that
we understand bloody little about them. Even the way we talk about them, the
words we use like rebel faction and surrender. What is their true understanding
of those concepts? Those terms are so loaded with human culture that we can’t
really separate out the wheeler meanings. You know, sir? Are all of the
twenty-four survivors actually going to help us? Do they even know why they’re
coming on board? It’s like you’ve invited a gorilla round to have a few beers
and to watch the game, but he goes and rips your arm off at the shoulder. And
you’re on the floor, bleeding out and you go, what the hell are you doing,
mate? We were having a nice time, weren’t we? And he shrugs and says, what did
you expect? I don’t know what sport is, or beer. I’m a bloody great silverback,
ain’t I?”


The admiral looked at her for a moment before standing and
strolling back to his side of the desk. The man said not a word until he was
reclining in his chair. He took a sip of tea, grimaced and put the cup on the
desk. 


“A counter argument to your general thrust may be, perhaps, that
the wheelers will be confined to a secure part of the ship. Access to said
section will be extremely limited. Our guests will be tracked, monitored. None
of them will get out or have any interactions that we do not wish them to
have.”


Kat leaned forward, putting her cup down on the desk. “I know
that’s the plan, sir. But I also know it’s a big ship, there’s a lot of free
thinking sodding geniuses on board and we don’t have an accurate idea what
those aliens are truly capable of. And anyway, that’s not precisely my point,
sir. Do I think they will break out?  No, I don’t. But their presence will work
away at the crew. Especially those of us who were on the planet. Even those who
weren’t will have seen hours of video, heard the stories from the survivors.”
She shrugged. 


Admiral Howe held himself quite still. “And do you believe we
should have left them all on the planet? All penned up in a subterranean prison
camp with the others of their species? Not use them?”


“They are a resource, for sure. I’m not saying they’re not an
opportunity.” Kat leaned back. “I just think twenty-four is a lot. That’s all,
sir.”


He looked at her. “What do you want with the rest of your career?”


The change in subject took her by surprise. “Sir? I suppose I was
thinking that I have had enough of that shuttle. After this, I mean, after this
is all over. Then, when we get back home, I’ll resign from UNOP, take my
mission bonus and start up the old family business again. Air taxi stuff, some
pilot training and recreation. That kind of thing.”


“You have had enough of your shuttle?” He asked it innocently.
“Why might you be feeling this way?”


I’ve had enough, you daft old bastard. I’m just a pilot. And it’s not
the same without Sheila. The new AI is kind of a dickhead. 


“I never signed up to be a shuttle pilot, sir. Not originally.
When I joined UNOP, I wanted to get away from home, get away from shunting
people about. After I qualified, I volunteered for the ERANS so I could be a
combat pilot and it worked so well they made me a Lieutenant and put me in the
elite program. Ever since, it’s been a pain in the ass, frankly, sir. A curse,
outside of an exciting few minutes here and there. You know, I overdosed pretty
severely on that last mission, sir but I had done the same every other day for
a few days before that. On the ground, escaping the last couple of wheeler
attacks and when we evacuated the Victory. My liver was in a bad way,
and my heart, my kidneys. I’m getting it all fixed now and I’m on the bare
minimum dosages for everything and Dr. Fo said that maybe they can change my
system for a more modern version when we get back home and I hope that’s the
case. I could cycle off the drugs completely, in time. Anyway, after I had the
ERANS originally, I could have taken a posting with the Pacific East
interceptor squadron but then they offered me the place on the Victory.
I’m glad I took the job.” She was not sure whether that was the truth or not
but she had to throw it in there. “But it was never a grand plan to be a
shuttle pilot for the rest of my life. And a lot has happened between then and
now.”


The great admiral nodded his head. “What would you say if we
offered you a role in our short-range combat squadron here on the Sentinel?
Even if you did not get your ERANS upgrade, you could take a lead in training
or oversight?”


“I’d say I would be honored, sir. But that would be more sitting
around for years, running simulated flights rather than real combat. I sound
ungrateful.”


Admiral Howe smiled. “I knew you would turn down that offer. That
was not the reason I asked you here. Tell me, have you ever considered a career
in command?”


Kat almost burst out laughing. “Command?” 


“In serving on the bridge of a frigate? I can see you progressing
to XO very quickly, almost immediately with the right captain. Perhaps you
might want to start out with a specialized position here on the Sentinel,
if you were so inclined.”


“I’ve barely ever been in a working CIC, sir. I think maybe I’ve
missed the boat on that kind of career progression.”


He nodded, tried a different tack. “We’re building ships at double
the rate we were even two years ago and that will increase. They can’t build
new orbital shipyards fast enough. Mars is trying to compete with Earth in that
regard and they’re not doing too badly, in fact. Which is remarkable. One of
the bottlenecks is stripping enough asteroids quickly enough for the raw
materials. But another bottleneck is the dearth of quality officers. We’re
recruiting and training many thousands for the Navy and even more for the
Marines. And in such a context, I would very much like to retain someone with
your experience, Kat.”


She was surprised. “You must be desperate, if you want me. I’m not
exactly a model officer.”


The admiral did not return her smile. “We can train model
officers. What I need right now is an officer who will make hard decisions and
make them quickly. I need an officer who will stand up for herself in the face
of pressure from senior officers, from the civilian command. Someone who will
stare down a mob of angry VIPs when it needs to be done. Someone who will take
calculated risks because she knows that our species is at some kind of grand
crossroads, with one route leading to potential immortality and the other to
certain death. And someone who can relate to nonhuman intelligences. And that
officer, I hope, is you, Kat.”


Was that bit about nonhuman intelligences a reference to Sheila,
sir? I suppose you bastards have ways to know everything I said or did in that
shuttle.


“Sounds like you have a specific post in mind, sir.”


He smiled. “I would like you to be the chief liaison officer for
the wheelhunter delegation.”


Kat let out a small laugh that she cut off as soon as she could.
“Sir?”


“It requires someone with an appreciation of the risks involved
with the wheelhunters. And it requires someone able to resist the influence of
all the people who would badger her for access, pressure her to bend the rules.
The post would be part of my command staff, so you would have to deal with the
captain and crew of the Sentinel as well. The importance of this post
cannot be overstated and I have looked at every officer at my disposal. I have
made this offer to no one else. You are not only the clear choice, you could
not be more perfectly suited for the role.”


Kat opened her mouth, hesitated. He was flattering her, that was
true. And she did not want to trust anyone else to do the job as well as she
would.


Still, she did not want the responsibility. 


“Before you make a decision,” Admiral Howe said, holding up one
finger. “Allow me to describe the strategic situation that we are returning to.
I have decided to restrict much of the intelligence from the crew but I have
served for long enough to know that word gets out in the form of rumor and
accurate guesswork so perhaps you know some of this. But the new Orb Station
Alpha that has appeared in the Sol System will be host for our battles with a
new species. A species totally unknown to us. But not, it seems, unknown to the
wheelhunters.”


Kat must have made a face, because the admiral nodded at her.


“You hit the nail on the head earlier, Kat, when you said the
presence of the aliens would have an effect on crew morale. On a long distance,
long term deployment such as this one, it may be the most important factor,
something on which all other areas depend. And if this sort of information got
out before we were able to present it in the right way, it might be difficult
to retain a positive general attitude on the ship.”


“I understand, sir. I won’t say anything.”


“I would not be telling you if I had any doubts about that. Now,
we do not know a great deal about the Orb Builders. Even that term is a
placeholder. They could be a single species or a collective, they could be the
AI or biologically engineered offspring of an original civilization, the could
be from anywhere, they could look like anything. And our knowledge of the
mechanics of the arena combat system is based on Orb Station Zero alone. We
suspected that the rules of the combat were designed to achieve a certain level
of equality between the two species, between the combatants. It is an inference
from the fact that the environment appeared to, possibly, be an averaging of
the environments from both species’ homeworlds. We also know now that some of
the wheelhunters on Arcadia had a self-defense device implant which
incapacitates certain ones of their fellows who are without a corresponding
device. The slaves or the insubordinates, we’re not yet sure how their society
is structured, of course. And yet they were not so armed inside the arena. We
know, therefore, that they were also restricted by their own version of what we
called a Zeta Line, their own adjusted so that it would match what the Orb
Station or the Builders operating it decided would make for an equal fight.”


“Yes, sir.” 


“Now, the new Orb Station Alpha has been communicating with Earth.
It has broadcast a description of the aliens that we will have to battle on
that station.”


“Just a description? Text? That’s annoying.”


Howe’s lip curled. “Indeed. Everything the Orb Builders do appears
designed to manipulate us, does it not? Their messages describe a tall
creature, three meters high at full stretch. At the top is a somewhat spherical
head or body, armored in some fashion and it is ambulatory via sixteen very
thin legs, or tentacles, or whipcord-like appendages.”


“Sixteen legs?” 


“Extravagant, is it not? Obviously, they sound rather like a
monster from a nightmare and it gets worse. You see, we asked our friend Red
about these creatures and it became really quite agitated. It seems that the
wheelhunters know these aliens as the Great Enemy or some such hyperbolic
cliché. The name they gave them has no known translation so UNOP has designated
them hexadecapodiformes. Of course, some people are already calling them
squids. I will have to stamp out that nonsense before it takes off or else we
will end up stuck with it, like we did with the word wheelhunters. Ridiculous.”
He flicked his finger at the screen and an image of the creature floated up on
it. “This is a mockup of what we think it will look like.”


Even as a static, 3D image, it was nightmarish. The thin
appendages were clustered under the hard, bulbous body. It looked like it would
scuttle or scurry. If it was three meters tall, she could not imagine how a
human could defeat one in an Orb arena. 


“The wheelers are at war with this new species? These hexadeca…
the hex guys?”


“A conflict facilitated through the Orbs, yes. We’re still trying
to establish a common method for describing time with the wheelhunters but they
may have been in direct military conflict for hundreds of years. Red has
conveyed a sense of desperation and fear of this new species. The wheelhunters
have apparently founded colonies on a number of worlds but have seen many of
them taken by the hexadecapodiformes. We believe Red is saying the new
species outmatches them on the ground and in space combat. Their technology is
superior and they are far more aggressive than the wheelhunters.”


“I thought it was official opinion that the wheelers aren’t as
aggressive as humans, sir?”


“That is probably true but we believe now that the alien outpost
on Arcadia was made up of scientists and the soldiers were irregulars. Militia,
perhaps. The Wildfire was a warship, that’s true but they were not truly
expecting us to win and to offer them such a challenge. They did not expect us
to react so quickly and send a fleet to reinforce the Victory. They
underestimated us, just as we had them, on the ground. We do not know yet
whether we could defeat the wheelhunters in an all-out war but it would likely
be a close-run thing. If the hexadecapodiformes really are more
dangerous than the wheelers, then humanity is facing an even greater
existential threat than we had realized.”


“We might have a war on two fronts?”


“A war with the wheelhunters alone might have bled us dry for
decades but against the hexadecapodiformes also?” It was clear from his
expression that he had his doubts. “If we can bring a wheeler faction over to
our side as allies then we might just even the balance through technological
and information exchanges, even personnel and materiel, perhaps. The future,
for all of humanity, looks to be one of conflict. If we’re to survive these
threats, we need everyone on Earth and in the colonies pulling together. We
need to embrace total war. We need our best and brightest to sign up for the
Navy and for the Marines. We need all our scientists working on weapons and
energy technology and we need engineers to build ships and create hundreds and
thousands more habitats in asteroids. We need to disburse further within our
home system and to bring as many people as we can out to Cancri and begin to
cover Arcadia and the other bodies in this system with people.”


“So,” Kat said, “you’re suggesting I don’t go home to become a
flight instructor in the recreation market?”


“We will be recruiting Earth’s best and brightest young people
into UNOP, there is no doubt about it. But you’re a good officer. You have real
world experience out here. I want you on my team. That’s what we’re out here
for, after all.”


“I’m sorry?” She was not quite sure what he was getting at.


“The question comes up, time and again. Usually from civilians but
not always. Politicians love to ask it.” He raised his eyebrows, dramatically.
“Why, Admiral Howe, they say. Why do we not use drones? There are AIs that can
be programmed with perfectly acceptable ethical parameters, so let them fly the
fighters, bombers, and the ships, no? Let them choose when to fire the missiles
and let the robots stride across the battlefield, they say. Or if it’s not AI
and robots, the questioners ask again about artificial persons being used as
soldiers. No one to mourn them when they die, no one of us humans has to feel
guilty about murdering another one of us. Why should purebred humans be tainted
with the traumas of violence?”


He paused, looking at her. 


“And,” Kat asked, slowly, “what do you say to them?”


He leaned back, sighing. “Oh, I equivocate, and I quote the laws
against using this or that. But the truth is, it has to be us. Why bother
existing, if we retire ourselves from the fighting itself? We relegate
ourselves to button pushers and risk avoiders. Violence, war. Aggression. It is
who we are. It must continue to be what we are, as we expand out into our
system and into new systems. You and me. All of us, out here. No matter how
much we enhance our biology and integrate with technology, we remain completely
human. Human, but better. Only through directly engaging in conflict can we
reach our potential as individuals and only through warfare can our species
reach the heights that it must do in order to survive. We will reach greatness
by holding our weapons in our hands directly, not by remote control and not by
lines of code.”


Classic technoprimitivist ideology. The military all over the
world was partial to it, for obvious reasons and UNOP was remarkably keen on
it. The flexibility of it as an ideology meant that any ethical action could be
justified through appeals to historic precedent or human behavioral biology,
cherry picked and simplified, if need be. People usually assumed that Kat was a
believer, for some reason. It was an attractive enough concept but so flexible
to be close to meaningless, in Kat’s entirely uneducated opinion.


“Yes, sir,” she said. 


“You don’t agree?” He was frowning. “Do you believe that we should
use tank-bred APs and production line robots to fight our enemies for us?”


“No.” Kat hesitated, because Admiral Howe was one step below God
and a hundred times more dangerous. On the other hand, what could he do that
would be worse than what she had already faced. “It’s just that, if you treat
your officers and NCOs like drones and APs, then what’s the real difference?”


He stared at her, face flushing dark at his cheeks. “You are
referring, of course, to the fact that you and your fellows were deceived about
the possibility of human prisoners onboard the alien ship. I can understand
your position. It is natural for you to take it personally. On the other hand,
you are seeing what was done to you through the lens of a pre-Orb Station Alpha
morality. The stakes are grander now and the old rules will be stretched
further. Because time was of the essence, and you were required in order to
give us the highest possible chances for success, you were manipulated. The
psychological profiles for you, Rama Seti and Sergeant Stirling all suggested
that you would perhaps resist volunteering for a hit and run mission to simply
drop off a bomb, and so the chance of human POWs on the enemy ship was
emphasized to speed up the process.”


“With respect, sir,” Kat said, feeling very little respect
whatsoever, “they lied to us. Used us.”


“We’re not out here for us. Did you not know that, Lieutenant?”
The admiral tapped his chin while he regarded her. “It isn’t us that benefits
from all this effort, all this death and loss. We don’t get to enjoy the fruits
of our labor here. We’re doing all this so that in a hundred years or a
thousand, humanity is still around. Still thriving. You fought so that this
planet can one day have cities on the sea front with cafes and restaurants with
a sea view and people raising their family here. That’s why we’re here. That’s
what duty is. It’s what it means.”


“I never really went in much for all that, sir.”


Howe slowly extended a finger and pointed at her face. “I think
you did, Lieutenant. The problem is that you do not realize it yet. When you
accept that you will only find fulfilment through embracing your sense of duty,
you will no longer feel at odds with yourself and with the world.”


Kat almost laughed but a feeling of dread overwhelmed her. 


Dread that he might be right.


“That’s quite the upsell, sir.”


“You must understand that I am in no way suggesting my offer will
prove an easy way forward for you, merely that it will be a fulfilling one.
There will be no simple choices. Getting all of humanity working together in a
state of total war will mean our species, our civilization will continue on to
thrive amongst our enemies out there. We have had to make a number of utterly
indefensible and unforgivable deceptions, as when we lied to you and the
Marines. Seti was always supposed to be expendable anyway. Stirling is a Marine
and we will need to spend those fellows like pennies at a garage sale for many
years to come. You, we did not want to see wasted but you must see that in the
cost-benefit analysis—”


“Of course, sir,” Kat said, unable to take any more.


The fact was, humanity did have enemies. Entities that were
actively trying to destroy her and her family and all the families that there
were and all the families that there could be. Only a moral and physical coward
would avoid stepping up to play their part.


And so, like all grand life decisions, it was, ultimately, rather
simple. 


“Alright, sir. I’m in.”


The admiral nodded. A man well used to having his own way. “I’m
glad you understand. Now, what do you think about starting right away in the—”


“What’s going to happen to them?” Kat spoke over him. “To Seti and
Stirling? They were supposed to be coming out of surgery earlier but they said
there were complications.”


“Yes, well, sadly, the damage to their cells was rather more
significant that originally feared and it may take some time for them to be
cured and revived. But we have months before we are home and if they ever do
make it through, the intention is to form a very small special forces unit that
we can use for high risk missions. At least, until they are KIA, which will
perhaps not take very long. But, should their medical problems be resolved,
they will do their duty for humanity until the inevitable happens. I have a
feeling that we will need to draw on the services of every capable human that
we can if we are going to survive two wars, on two fronts, with two advanced
alien species. And we will need the support of our allies.”


Kat looked at the digital mock up on the screen of the new alien
threat that awaited them in the new Orb Arena. A species that was all swirling
tentacles and evil intentions.


“Alright,” she said. “When do I start?”
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White pain. Searing brightness flooded his eyes and a deep,
rumbling humming filled his ears with a rhythmic vibration.


What is happening? Where am I?


“Everything’s alright,” a calm voice said from nearby. A cool palm
pressed against his forehead. “You are experiencing severe disorientation. You
are perfectly safe. Slow your breathing. Please relax.”


Ram’s throat was so dry he could not speak. It was dark and he was
laying on his back. Waking from a long sleep.


“Just be patient and all will be well, soon enough,” the voice
said. It was a woman. He recognized it but could not think who it belonged to.
“All will be well, mate.”


“Relatively speaking,” a new voice said. That voice was
also familiar, and yet different. Masculine but strange. Artificial.


“Quiet,” the woman’s voice said. “Bloody idiot.”


“Just being realistic,” the voice said. “Don’t want to
get his hopes up.”


“Knock it off,” the woman said. “No one finds you amusing.”


Pain throbbed in his temples and he blinked, light stabbing into
his eyes like pin pricks. 


“What’s going on?” Ram said, or tried to. A straw was slipped
between his lips and he drank ice cold water down. “Am I cured? The radiation?
Or am I dying?”


His hands were free and he rubbed his eyes, blinking his vision
back. It was incredibly bright but he could see a woman standing over him,
looking down. She wore a UNOP Navy uniform. 


“You are in perfect health,” she said. “Although you’ve been
inactive for a long time and you need to improve your physical condition. And
you need to do so pretty bloody rapidly, frankly.”


He frowned, squinting up at the face. It was familiar. He did know
her but she looked different. Fuller in the face, fuller in the body. Her mouth
and eyes wrinkled, deeply.


“Lieutenant Xenakis?” Ram said. “Kat? Is that you?”


“Yes,” she said, smiling. “It’s been a while, mate.”


“She is Captain Xenakis, now,” the other person said,
unseen across the room somewhere. 


“Captain?” Ram said, trying to think. Trying to remember. “Captain
of the Stalwart Sentinel?”


She snorted a laugh that had no trace of humor. “We are onboard my
ship, the Hereward, which is a corvette.” She looked across the room.
“And my position is a captain of this vessel but my rank is Lieutenant
Commander.”


“Congratulations on your promotion,” Ram said. “Where are we?”


“Heading into danger.”


He became aware of other people in the room around his bed,
medical staff monitoring him. It was a medical center. Ram felt like he was always
coming to in those places, always being roused by someone strange. A
medicalized life.


A man began coughing near to him. Before the coughing had fully
subsided, his angry voice rose above every other noise. “What the hell is going
on? Why am I hooked up to all this shit?”


Ram recognized the voice. “Sergeant Stirling?” he called out.
“It’s Lieutenant Seti.”


“Sir? How’s your arm, sir?”


Ram had forgotten about losing it and he looked at his hands.
“Seems I grew a new one.”


“Gentlemen,” Lt. Commander Xenakis said, cutting in. “Fellas.
Listen up. You’ve been asleep a long time and there is a lot to catch you up
on. Very little of it is good news.”


Ram struggled to sit up and some medical staff tried to hold him
down but he pushed them away. Someone huge slid up at the edge of his
still-blurry vision, and for a moment Ram assumed it was Sergeant Stirling
coming to help him up. But the figure approached from the wrong side.


A massive, three-fingered hand with sharp claws appeared in front
of him, the thick, knobbly alien skin a deep, mottled red. Ram recoiled away
from it and looked up at a massive wheelhunter, the central hub and legs clad
in a slick, dark gray environment suit. The arms and hands were bare and
exposed acres of the red skin.


It was making a bizarre noise.


“Ha ha ha. I told you he would be surprised.”


Lt. Commander Xenakis, standing beside the alien, rolled her eyes
as Ram sat up and swung his legs off the side. “You’re lucky he didn’t pull
your bloody arm off and beat you to death with it, you idiot.”


“He wouldn’t do that. We’re old friends, aren’t we, Rama Seti? Old
comrades. Such a joy to see you again.” The alien crept back a few gigantic
steps, holding out its arms as best it could and bending into what Ram assumed
was meant to be a formal bow. Or maybe a curtsey. Its translated voice was
generated from somewhere unseen, presumably integral to its suit. 


“Red?” Ram rubbed his face. “You’re the same wheeler we dragged
out of that cave? Brought up to the Sentinel?”


“And with a functioning memory, how wonderful.”


Ram wondered for a moment whether he was dreaming. On the other
bed in the room, Sergeant Stirling sat glaring at the alien and at the medical
staff with equal hostility. He and Ram were naked but for a few draped pieces
of papery cloth. 


“How long?” Ram asked. 


“You were both put into a coma twenty-six years ago.”


She handed over a screen and Ram yanked it from her grasp. The
little date display in the corner said the year was 2228. August 12th. When he
had been on Arcadia, the year was 2201. 


“Twenty-six years?” Ram said, holding his hand over his eyes. “Why?
What happened?”


“A great deal happened,” Kat said, her voice thick with emotion.
“Your radiation damage was extensive and took a little longer to heal than
anticipated but that was just a few months more than was planned.” 


“I’m healed?”


“Fully. You both are.” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to
phrase it in this way but you were put to one side and forgotten about for a
long time, as we had more important issues to deal with.”


Ram could tell from her face that she was not kidding around.
“Something bad has happened.”


She nodded. “The new threat, the Hex, the hexadecapodiformes,
were more than our subjects could handle. That Orb Station operates an arena
combat every nine years. The first attempt was in 2210 and our subject lost.
Badly. Our enemy was awarded, by the Orb Builders, rights and access to the Sol
System. Just like that. We appealed to the Orb but it was as intransigent as
always.”


Ram felt a deep stirring in his chest. “They invaded our home
system?”


“They are technologically superior to us. They are physically
superior. They had more ships, with higher power output.” She broke off,
cleared her throat. “Sadly, it was not much of a battle. We had little chance.
UNOP High Command decided, in order to save the fleet, that we would not
contest the Earth. So, in 2212, the Earth was lost.”


Ram and Stirling exchanged a look. They each gripped the edges of
their beds.


“Lost?” Ram said.


Stirling’s eyes were filled with horror. “Earth is destroyed?”


“Not destroyed,” Kat said. “The enemy occupy Earth. Millions were
killed, most of them by starvation and disease following the breakdown in order
and in trade. Probably over a billion by now and increasing but it’s almost
impossible to say for certain. The Hex have bases, cities, launch sites. They
occupy our homeworld and try to convert our people to their ideology while
humanity does its best to carry on in smaller and smaller enclaves all over the
planet. Some small nations stayed together, most others broke up into separate
states. Lawlessness. Famine. Urban areas were the worst hit, of course. The Hex
don’t want to wipe us out, we’re doing that without them. What they want is to
make us see reality like they do, worship the Orbs like they do. Anyone who
dissents and rejects their indoctrination is killed.”


“Can we win it back?” Stirling said, nodding at Ram. “Like he did
against the wheelers. Win in the arena?”


“The second combat was 2219 and we lost that, too. The enemy
pushed us back from Earth and from Mars, until we’re just about holding on out
there in the outer system, and in asteroids and orbital stations everywhere. We
have the 55-Cancri System and a thriving economy primarily on Arcadia is
helping us to maintain the war. The largest population and industrial center is
Rama Seti City.” She gave him a quick smile.


“You’re kidding?” Ram said.


Stirling laughed.


Kat shook her head. “Rama is the place to be.”


“They turned the outpost into a city?” Ram asked.


“Oh, no,” Kat said. “They tried. The outpost became Sentinel
Colony for a few years but it was in too poor a position on the surface to grow
into much. It is a research station now. And a tourist attraction, for some
reason. No, Rama Seti City is on the coast, in a sheltered bay on either side
of a deep river where it flows out to the Sentinel Sea.”


The sergeant snorted. “Naming everything Sentinel, are they?” He
grinned. “Should have called it the Stirling Sea.”


“Well,” Kat said, “there is a mining town called Stirling up in
the central highlands.”


Stirling’s face fell. “Seriously? Oh, shit.”


Ram wondered if there was anything named after Milena Reis. A
hollow sickness gripped his guts at the memory of her loss. He could not bring
himself to give voice to the question, did not trust himself to speak her name
aloud. 


Not fully healed, after all. 


“And where are we right now? Where is the corvette Hereward
heading?” Ram looked at Kat. “Why did you wake us up?”


She nodded. “You got it. We need you. I obtained the both of you a
few months back, along with the equipment you will need for the mission. And I
found you a team, such as they are.”


“The mission is what?” Ram said. Stirling sat up straighter. 


“We’re running the blockade,” Lt. Commander Xenakis said. “We need
you and your team to land on Earth. There is a new weapon, a prototype, hidden underground
and you will need to find it and get it off-world, away from the enemy to where
it can be used.”


Ram nodded. “Do I get a few minutes to stretch my legs first?”


Kat smiled. “We’re a couple of weeks away, yet. You’ll need to
train hard and use the time to get to know your team all over again.”


“Again?” He looked at Stirling, who shrugged.


“Me, for one,” the alien in the corner said. “Try to
contain your excitement.”


“Is that really Red?” Ram asked. “The one from Arcadia?”


“I can assure you, sir, that I am the one and only. The
original.”


“Why is it talking like that?”


Kat pinched the bridge of her nose. “He not only enjoys human
comedy and humor, he thinks he’s actually funny. No, that’s not quite it. He
makes himself laugh. The fact that every human he’s ever met finds him
insufferable doesn’t stop him.”


“I bet the humans on Earth will be glad to see me.”


“It’s not really on my team, is it? Red is on my team? We’re
letting one of them on our home planet?”


“He’s already been. Two decades ago, he was part of the team that
negotiated the terms of our alliance. We recognize the legitimacy of the
wheeler splinter group and support them to overthrow their central powers while
they assist us in the war against the Hex.”


“I gave a speech at the United Nations,” Red said, the
voice emerging from the hulking great insect-lizard that filled a quarter of
the compartment. “In spite of my best efforts, I was not a diplomat
for very long. I have since trained and operated as a commando. I am quite good
at it. I found my calling in life.”


Ram felt like he had woken up in the middle of a dream. “You, me
and Stirling are going to invade the Earth, are we?”


“Not just you, Ram. Send them in,” the Lt. Commander said, turning
to the door as it opened. 


A couple of soldiers in mismatching fatigues stepped in. Ram
recognized them at once as older, slower versions of Cooper, Flores, and Fury.
They gathered about their sergeant and all talked at once, sad smiles on their
faces. Flores was not a youngster any more. She was hardened, dead-eyed. Fury
was close to being an old woman, and she was even thinner, and held herself as
rigid as a rifle barrel. Cooper made no attempt to joke and had extensive scar
tissue now on his face and neck. No Harris. No Tseng.


Ram lowered his voice while the others were distracted. “Not that
I’m ungrateful for being woken up. And I don’t want to criticize team mates.
But if this mission is so important, why is it left to me? And to this team?”


Lt. Commander Xenakis nodded. “Resources are stretched to breaking
point. In fact, breaking point was so many years ago now I can barely remember
it. UNOP Navy, humans all over the system, everyone has been falling back into
using whatever we can find and bring to bear. UNOP uses old ships, uses fission
over fusion power generation. Calling on people who retired. It’s total war,
now. Every living human is dedicated to the war, in some way or other.”


“We’re all you could get,” Ram said, nodding.


“No, not at all,” the Lt. Commander said. “I have complete faith
in you. I know what you can do. All of you. I’ve seen it.”


“I can’t believe this is happening,” Ram said to Lt. Commander
Xenakis. “We really lost the Earth, Kat?”


“We’ve got a chance to win it back again at the next Orb Station
combat,” she said. “But only if you and your team can retrieve the weapon from
the surface and bring it back to this ship.”


“Alright,” Ram said, standing on shaking legs, towering over
everyone and feeling his body to make sure it was the same one he went to sleep
in. “I guess it’s time to go to work.”
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The impact of the deceleration pounded Rama Seti
into his gravity chair with such crushing force that he was certain for a
moment that something had gone terribly wrong. His combat suit whirred in his
ears, injecting him with drugs to help him resist the massive g-forces and the
dropship shook violently as the massive engines fired.


Ram could see nothing but swirling lights of hallucinations as his
eyeballs were squeezed out of shape and as his brain and optic nerves lost
blood flow. He could hear nothing but the rumbles of the ship as it strained to
resist the forces of the roaring engines and the clicking and whirring of his
combat suit servos and pressure membrane squeezing his limbs. And he could do
nothing but squeeze his eyes shut and wait to die.


He knew that if the dropship descent was off target, they would
hit Earth’s atmosphere at too steep an angle and would be incinerated instead
of pushing their way into it. Likewise, if the Hex’s planetary defense systems
intercepted them, they would be blasted into pieces.


At least he would know nothing about it, should either eventuality
come to pass, he thought. One moment he would be terrified and crushed to
twelve times his already-gigantic bodyweight and the next he would be
vaporized. Nothing more than his constituent physical pieces traveling away
from each other in fragments no larger than a mote of dust, his most volatile
molecules shredded into elemental atoms.


Rama tried to feel comforted by this knowledge and yet he felt
only existential dread.


Though the systems supporting his oversized body worked at the
peak of their performance range to keep him alive through the brutal change in
velocity required for reentry, Ram felt his mind drifting into something like a
waking dream. Shaking off the threating unconsciousness, Ram dredged up a
recent memory, of the mission briefing back on the Hereward almost two
weeks before their dropship had been ejected from the corvette as it streaked
by the Earth at incredible speed.


“So, in summary,” Lt. Commander Kat Xenakis had said, “your
mission is to land in central Alaska, avoid any enemy ground and air forces,
make your way to Outpost Omega, gain entry, extract the weapon, and make your
way to the extraction point. You must make it in time to launch during the one
and only launch window, otherwise you will not make the rendezvous and you will
be destroyed or captured by the Hex in orbit. Any questions?”


Sitting beside Ram, Sergeant Stirling had raised his hand. “Are we
allowed to use the weapon ourselves?”


“Any serious questions?” Lt. Commander Xenakis stood with her
hands on her hips after she finished speaking and looked right at Rama.


Her ship, the Hereward, was enormous but devoted most of
its mass to its engines and power generation and so the briefing room was also
the mess hall. Beside her, Kat had a handful of her crew, ready to provide
detailed mission information. 


Only Ram and Sergeant Stirling had been unfamiliar with the
mission because they had only recently woken from their prolonged stasis. The
other members of Ram’s team were Cooper, Flores, and Fury and they sat around
on the benches, their expressions neutral, having had months to become familiar
with the mission parameters.


Only the gigantic wheelhunter named Red, at the rear of the room,
showed any interest, raising one of his hands after Kat finished speaking. 


“No questions from you, Red,” Kat said, flicking a glance at him. 


“My apologies, Lieutenant Commander.” Red’s voice was
generated by a translation device that converted the alien’s natural speech—in
the form of various electromagnetic emissions—and converted it in real-time
into English. The voice was masculine and its tone flat. 


“Lieutenant Seti?” Kat prompted. 


He glanced at Sergeant Stirling, who raised his eyebrows in turn. 


“Yes,” Ram said. “I have a question.” He cleared his throat. “Does
anyone think for a moment that this mission can work?”


While the Hereward’s crew scowled in disapproval, most of Ram’s
own team grinned. Cooper laughed out loud.


Kat nodded slowly without smiling. “It is certainly a challenging
mission and success is far from guaranteed. But it is difficult to overstate
the importance. We must have the weapon. If we do not retrieve and utilize the
weapon, we cannot defeat the Hex. And if we cannot defeat the Hex, the Earth will
be lost to us forever. The Hex will pick off our outposts in the outer system
one by one and we will be at the mercy of the Hex forever, assuming they never
decide to wipe us out.”


Stirling whistled. “No pressure.”


“Why not send an entire fleet?” Ram said. “If this weapon is so
vital to all humanity, why not send an army? Why not send everything we have?”


“Come on, Ram,” Kat said, “Unless you’ve been improperly defrosted
then you should be smart enough to guess why not.”


“A small ship and a small team have the chance to avoid the Hex’s
defensive systems around the Earth?” Ram suggested. 


Kat nodded. “In a nutshell, sure. More explicitly, UNOP couldn’t
field a fleet or an army big enough to make it through the Hex’s defenses. If
we could do that, we might have tried to reconquer Earth by now.”


“So how are we going to avoid the enemy defenses?”


Kat held up two fingers. “Stealth and speed.” She nodded to an
ensign. “Bring up the insertion simulation, Yuri.”


In the air between Rama and Kat, a 3D image of the Earth from
space flickered into view. Just the sight of it, bright and blue with swirling
white clouds reflecting the sunlight, stirred something in Ram’s soul.


“The Hex have a defense grid of orbiting ships and satellites that
detect and intercept any approaching human ship or weapon aimed at Earth. We
hope that the Hereward is traveling fast enough and is stealthy enough
to make a close pass with the planet. By the time the Hex systems pick us up we
will already be traveling away from them so fast that they won’t be able to
catch us with anything. Yes, Ram?”


Ram lowered his raised hand. “How does my team get down to the
planet surface if we’re going so fast? You throw us over the side as you fly
by?”


Kat nodded and jabbed a finger at him. “That’s exactly right.” She
indicated the 3D image of the planet beside her. An icon showing the arcing
course of the Hereward passed by at what seemed an alarmingly low
altitude, while another icon popped out of it and fell toward Earth. “We will
pass over at a minimum altitude of five hundred klicks, but before then we will
detach the entry package. That entry package will decelerate sharply before
entering the atmosphere. Your vehicle will be a part of that package which will
make its way to the drop zone in Alaska. Yes, Ram?”


“Reentry package? What else is in it other than our descent
vehicle?”


“The package is designed to confuse the Hex’s defense systems.
While your vehicle is designed for stealth once it enters the atmosphere, it
will also provide multiple other targets that will make landfall across North
and South America and in West Africa. While the Hex are targeting and pursuing
each of these targets, your team will land undetected and carry out your
mission.”


Ram and Stirling exchanged a look. “They won’t be able to see us?
You’re sure?” Ram asked. 


Kat nodded. “We are reasonably confident in the stealth
technology.”


“Reasonably?” Stirling said, wincing.


Behind them, the wheelhunter named Red spoke up. He wore an
environment suit over his bizarre alien body but even so the hint of sulfur
clung to him and no one wanted to be close to him. 


“The enemy’s ships produce more power than yours and they build
them bigger and with thick armor. Their weapons as a rule are more destructive
than yours. But the enemy have never concerned themselves with hiding. They do
not believe in it. Have never pursued it as worthwhile technology. The single
technological area that humanity is best at, in space and within atmosphere and
planetside, is in stealth.”


“I hate to admit it but Red’s right,” Kat said.


“Thank you for saying so, Captain. Your public recognition of
my value is important to me and it makes me feel appreciated for the unique
insights that I can bring to the proverbial table.”


Kat did not disguise her irritation but it passed quickly. “If you
want to be concerned about something, Ram, you should worry about reentry and
landing. Your vehicle will have to decelerate rapidly to avoid burning up in
the atmosphere and your landing will likely be a little rough, even if you
survive it. You have to come down to a low altitude at high speed before
translating west across the Canadian wilderness with a final rapid deceleration
before landing in remote Alaska.”


“Sounds like a bit of a risk.”


“You will be the fastest moving manned spacecraft to ever attempt
entry.”


“Attempt?” He could not hide the alarm he felt.


“Don’t worry, Lieutenant. If it all goes wrong, you will be
atomized before your brain can register anything at all. You’ll be snuffed
out.”  She smiled and snapped her fingers. “Just like that.” 


At the time, they had laughed but now he was in the descent
vehicle it did not seem so amusing. Ram shook all over and the sound of the
atmosphere on the heatshield and hull roared in his ears like some great demon.
Kat’s words filled his mind, going around and around. 


You will be atomized before your brain can register anything at
all. 


You will be atomized.


The pressure eased off and he could almost take a breath again
when a huge mechanical thump shook the craft, and then another.


Ram realized it was the sound of the decoys disengaging from the
main craft and blasting away for their distant landings. Another banged away
and then another. They were small but shaped to show up as large on radar and
visual sensors, with flat sides emitting ranges of radiation across the
spectrum while their tiny but powerful engines roared off.


More banged as they disengaged and then there was silence.


Ram’s vision came back to him and he saw a few icons on his AugHud
letting him know he wasn’t dead and that all his limbs were still attached.
Likewise, the icons for his team members in the vehicle with him showed they
were alive and well, though all were showing signs of distress. 


No surprise there, Ram thought. They knew just as well as he that
they were at extreme risk of sudden death. Or worse, surviving the descent and
the landing only to be captured alive.


Everyone in his team had agreed to fight to the death rather than
be taken prisoner and subjected to whatever tortures and experiments the Hex
might subject them to but such a glorious end might not be possible. Ram
secretly dreaded being paralyzed in the landing, his back snapping due to the
enormous mass of his body being multiplied by the force of deceleration and the
subsequent decision he would need to take to end his own life rather than fall
into the hands of the alien enemy. 


He shuddered and tried to push the worry from his mind. Ram told
himself he did not care about death, having died many times before.


But it was a fear older than humanity, older even than mammals,
and he could not shake it. Especially while he had nothing to do but wait. The
vehicle was entirely automated, the computer making decisions that would mean
life or death for his team and, if Kat was to be believed, for their entire
species and civilization.


Whether the weapon they were supposed to recover truly would be
devastating for the Hex, Ram doubted, for how could it be so? He had the
distinct impression that UNOP were not being completely honest about the nature
of the mission but there was not much he could do other than attempt to
complete it to the best of his ability. 


In theory, it was simple. Extract a weapon from a UNOP base. In
practice, there were so many variables and so many unknowns that success seemed
unlikely at best. 


New vibrations hummed through the hull and the vehicle link window
on Ram’s AugHud informed him that grid fins were being deployed.  


He had little to do other than plan for the coming mission while
the flight computer made tiny course corrections as they plummeted toward the
ground through the dark of night, their black hull shaped for stealth more than
it was for maneuverability and even for survivability.


Ram’s guts lurched and his heart raced as the vehicle banked and
rolled. Were they evading an enemy weapon? No, he saw on the AugHud, the stubby
wings had deployed, and the vehicle was making the final sudden adjustments to
level off their descent so that they skimmed over the endless trees of the
boreal forest of Canada.


Below them, he imagined the black surfaces of the countless lakes
and the billions of coniferous trees and the rocks and hills and gorges, all
linked by thousands of rivers, great and small. They were traveling at Mach
2.83 but the speed bled off rapidly until the shielded engines started at low
power, providing just enough to keep them at altitude.


Even if the Hex were not concerned with stealth technology,
surely, they would be detected by some system or other. Would an interceptor be
coming to destroy them before they ever reached the landing zone? 


Ram watched their airspeed settle and flatten out and he watched
the timer count down. When it reached zero, they would land and immediately
begin their escape and evasion march on foot.


“Alright, we’re nearly there,” Ram said. “Everybody check in.”


His team was arrayed around him, encased in their armor and
strapped into their own crash couches. One by one, Stirling, Cooper, Flores,
Fury, and Red the Wheelhunter sounded off. 


“You’re all looking good. Everything is nominal and we are on
course and coming up on the landing zone. Nothing on sensors indicate—”


A warning flashed on his AugHud and blared in his head. “Weapon
lock. Weapon lock.”


“What the hell?” Stirling growled. “That shouldn’t be—”


Ram had time to see the warning change to indicate incoming fire
before a blast hit them.


The vehicle lurched up and rolled with the blast. 


This is it, the thought came unbidden. We’re
dead. 
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His suit protected his ears but the pressure waves thrummed
through him as the enemy energy weapon hit the hull, broke through and
decompressed the interior and rocked the entry vehicle. Alarms sounded as the
autopilot fought to keep the ship above the trees but Ram watched the
indicators turn red as the ship veered off course as it struggled to keep at
the correct altitude.


They were 100 meters up and descending. 


Expecting another blast from the enemy weapon, Ram considered
opening his reentry chair, climbing into the compartment, opening the doors and
jumping to the ground. A hundred meters was a long way, even with the
protection of his suit and the strength of his engineered body and he would
probably be killed in the fall. 


But it would be more of a chance than being blasted to pieces by
some Hex AA gun.


There was no ejection system on his reentry chair but if he could
get the emergency release to let him go then he might be thrown clear by the
centrifugal force of the spinning vehicle.


But he did not get further than the thought and before he could
take any action, it was too late. 


BRACE. BRACE. BRACE. 


The left wing tip clipped a tree, snapping the tip off and sending
the ship spiraling down into the forest, crashing through branches before
shooting out low over the surface of a dark lake. Ram tensed his body, waiting
for his death while the warnings flashed before his eyes.


The landing rockets fired in a stuttering sequence that halted
their spin and slowed them rapidly. The g-forces increased until the weight on
Ram’s chest became intolerable, and then it was gone. 


For the final few meters, the vehicle came down on the far shore
of the lake in a couple of seconds of incongruously serene control, settling
down on its landing gear instead of crashing. One leg sank into the sodden
ground at the lake edge, so the ship ended up tilted at an alarming angle.


“Everybody out!” Ram shouted, as his reentry chair released him.


Dragging himself to his feet, he pulled his body around to his
equipment locker, punched open the lid and grabbed his rifle, his sidearms,
knife, and his packs. Around him, the others did the same before slipping
through the hatch into the night. Ram waited for the others to make their way
out and then watched as Red, the enormous alien wheelhunter, maneuvered his
bizarre body, encased in its own custom armor, through the hatch. He dropped
into the darkness beyond. Ram gave the interior a final look to make sure
nothing had been forgotten and followed his team outside. 


The others lay prone in an arc around the ship, weapons up and
ready to return fire. The night vision provided by his helmet and enhanced by
the AugHud overlay was excellent but still the world looked strange. Was it an
effect of the suit or was it because he had not been on Earth for years? He had
not been on Earth in the body he was in, ever. And even in his original body,
he had never been in a forest of any sort. Other than in Avar, and that didn’t
count. 


“Fury, burn the ship,” Ram ordered. She jogged back to the hatch,
heaved in two satchels filled with incendiaries, and returned to her position.
“Alright, let’s move twenty meters into the trees and head south along the
lakeshore for two klicks before turning west.”


Before they left, Fury ignited the incendiaries and they filled
the inside of the entry vehicle with a fire hot enough to melt much of the
interior. If the Hex found the ship, the intention was that they would not be
able to tell what had been inside. Even if they could tell people had been
inside, ideally they would not know how many humans they were hunting. It was
hoped they would also be unable to discern that one of the entry chairs was
made for a wheelhunter.


Whatever edge they could get, Ram would welcome, though it seemed
redundant now. They were not supposed to be discovered at such a low altitude.
They had been supposedly flying over wilderness uninhabited by either people or
Hex, and yet they had been hit by a focused energy weapon powerful enough to
bring them down. 


“What hit us?” Stirling asked as they started to move off. They
could speak using their encrypted comms implants that could be boosted by their
combat suits so the team would always be in range, within reason.


“That was undoubtedly a Hex weapon,” Red said. His suit
covered him like a second skin but with thick armor panels covering his central
hub and other key parts of his wheelhunter anatomy. 


“Obviously it was a Hex weapon,” Stirling said. “What’s it doing
up here? There’s nothing up here, is there?”


“Automated?” Fury suggested. 


Cooper replied. “I heard they have mobile units all over, focused
on subversion and psyops and the like.”


“But subverting who? There’s no towns up here. Just trees and bears.”


“Whoever they are, there’s a good chance they’re coming this way
so let’s get moving. And stay ready.”


“I ain’t getting taken alive,” Flores muttered. “No way.”


“None of us are,” Ram said. “But let’s hope it doesn’t come to
that. Hurry up now.”


Ram’s team had barely entered the trees when a proximity alert
sounded. 


“Something’s coming,” Cooper said, pointing out across the lake,
into the air. 


“Find cover,” Ram snapped and jogged deeper into the forest, away
from the quietly burning dropship. His suit beeped a warning and highlighted
the approaching aircraft before it appeared above the trees on the other side
of the lake.


It was moving slowly, the engines emitting a blue light in the
darkness that reflected off the surface of the lake as it flew over. Ram
crouched behind the trunk of a large tree that was hardly wider than he was and
watched.


It was not an especially large aircraft but it had a bulbous body
between the stubby wings and their engines. For a moment, he thought the enemy
vessel was going to pass over the lake without stopping but at the last moment
it swerved towards them and descended over the water near the shore. 


“Shit, they’re landing,” Flores said. “Orders, sir?”


“Be ready,” Ram signaled to his team. “But hold your fire.”


“We can get the drop on them, sir,” Stirling muttered. 


Ram knew that was true. But engaging in a firefight could endanger
the entire mission, even if they won it. All it would take would be one of the
aliens to send a message confirming human ground forces were in the area and
they might be swarmed with enemy reinforcements.


“Hold your fire,” Ram repeated. 


The craft hovered and came down at the shoreline on the other side
of their burning vehicle. Wisps of smoke drifted from the open hatch and no doubt
the infrared poured out with it like a beacon. Ram cursed himself for giving
the order to burn the ship. Should have left it, he thought. They
might have missed it otherwise. 


Movement at the ship.


The view was obscured by half a dozen tree trunks but Ram just
made out the swirling mass of flailing legs of the small group of aliens
approaching his downed dropship. 


Since waking from his 26 years in stasis and during his two weeks
of prep for the mission, he had learned about the Hex. UNOP classified the
species as hexadecapodiformes on account of their sixteen legs, which
looked for all the world like long, spindly but stiff tentacles that held the
body—the thorax— aloft so the top of it was 3 meters above the ground. Their
bodies were encased in almost-spherical suits, much of which was transparent
and Ram could make out some of the creatures’ exoskeleton within. Some of the
dark-clad legs held weapons or carried other devices or reached out to touch the
surface of their dropship.


Two of the legs were in fact tentacles, or arms, with long, thin
blades along the inner part that they used for close quarters slicing. Two more
tentacles were armed with spikes that injected highly concentrated alkaline
chemicals that burned and poisoned humans. The final pair of unique arms were
prehensile and grasping which they used for operating their weapons and other
equipment. All could be used for locomotion if necessary. With their bulbous
thorax on top, they looked to be top-heavy and faintly ridiculous. It was
theorized that the species had evolved in a waterlogged, swamp-like environment
of some kind but they seemed to get around perfectly well on dry land, too.


They were also deadly and no human on record had survived a
hand-to-hand combat with a hex. 


“Four hex at the ship,” Stirling said, his voice a whisper but
loud inside Ram’s head. “Shall we engage, sir?”


“No,” Ram said, hoping it was the right call. “Hold.”


Red’s voice came through in response. “We must destroy the
Great Enemy before they find us,” he said, his artificially produced voice
lacking in nuance. Ram was not sure if Red was afraid or angry. 


“Hold your position or I’ll destroy you,” Ram muttered. “Stay off
comms.”


Their communications technology encrypted the content of their
conversations and Ram had been assured the enemy would find it difficult to
detect the low power, short-range signals and would be entirely unable to
pinpoint their location if they did. But Ram found it hard to believe and so he
preferred they speak as little as possible. 


Ram watched as the aliens examined the burning vehicle and peered
into the furnace that was the interior. The Hex seemed to look around, each
clutching their weapons low in their two grasping arms before advancing to the
edge of the trees. 


Do you have anything like trees on your homeworld, you bastards? Ram thought. Or is it all swamps and weeds and mud?


 Ram stayed still but he clutched his rifle close and felt his
massive heart thumping in his chest, certain that he would have to fight his
way out. One of the aliens glided forward, its long tentacles undulating
beneath it. 


“I have a clear shot,” Flores said. 


“Hold,” Ram hissed. “Stay off comms.”


“What’s that?” Stirling muttered. “By the ship.” He put a marker
on the target on the AugHud and the tiny icon pinged in Ram’s vision but the
target itself was hidden behind a trunk. 


“Don’t have a visual,” Ram whispered. “What is the—” The target
moved into view and Ram broke off in stunned silence. “Is that… a human?”


Behind the Hex, tiny in comparison, a human stood looking up at
the ship. He wore long white robes with a circular black emblem on the front.
On his head he wore a white headdress flowing down past his shoulders. He
looked almost like a Catholic priest or an Arab in traditional dress but
whatever he was wearing it looked utterly out of place in the cold darkness of
a North American night surrounded by giant, freakish aliens. But Ram suspected
he knew who the man was. At least, what he was. 


A collaborator. 


His team had been briefed aboard the Hereward regarding the
Hex’s conquest of Earth. Ram had listened in horror to the computer relaying
the battles in orbit and on the surface as the aliens overran the military
forces of every country. Millions had been killed in the fighting but it seemed
as though the Hex were not interested in wiping humans out. They were content
to let hundreds of millions starve in the chaos but they did not want the human
species to disappear. Far from it, by all accounts.


UNOP was convinced the Hex wanted converts.


Once the conquests had been completed, the Hex began abducting
humans in their thousands. At first, no doubt it was purely a matter of
scientific study and most abductees were subjected to horrific mutilations as
the Hex scientists took people apart to see how they worked. A few resistance
fighters attempted rescues but these were largely in vain and all that got out
permanently was information. Soon, the Hex investigations developed into
attempts at communication with the abductees so they could master the various
languages of humanity and also to understand the diverse cultures across the
planet. And according to the reports sent off Earth, the Hex had used this
knowledge to win humans over to their side through indoctrination. 


“The simplest way to think of it,” Lt. Commander Xenakis had said
over dinner in the mess just three days before, “is forced conversions. Or
reeducation camps.”


“What, like a Hex religion?” Ram said, his mouth full of tofu
pieces. 


“Some might say that but who knows how the Hex think? They don’t
even have brains like us, how can we hope to understand what religion is like
for them? But sure, it’s like they don’t just want our people to betray
humanity, they want us to think as they do.”


Private Cooper spoke from down the bench without looking up from
his meal. “They worship the Orbs.”


Kat pointed at him. “We don’t know that.”


“Sure we do,” Cooper said, looking up and chewing slowly. “Red
told me. The Wheelhunter rebels told UNOP all about it. I know you don’t
believe them but we’ve got no reason to doubt it’s the truth. The Hex worship
the Orb stations, they have been trying to conquer the Wheelhunters for decades
and they’ve indoctrinated them too and now they want us to worship the Orbs,
too. That’s what their religion is. And that’s what the human traitors worship.
The Orb Builders are their gods.”


“It might not have a spiritual component,” Kat said, shrugging.
“It might just be political, you know? Cultural. We don’t really understand it
yet. What’s the difference, anyway? It’s all the same bullshit.”


“But there are traitors on Earth?” Ram said. “Collaborators, I
mean. Humans who work for the Hex? What do we do if we meet one?”


“I know what I’m going to do,” Cooper said, pointing his fork like
a rifle and sighting down it. “Pop every traitor bastard I see.”


Crouching behind the tree in the darkness, Ram glanced at Cooper
and hoped he would hold his fire. 


“Be ready,” Ram whispered. “Wait for my order.”


The robed figure called out to the Hex soldiers who stopped and
returned to his side like four gigantic, skeletal squids, surrounding him and
seeming to look down. He spoke rapidly to them and then strode away, back to
his aircraft. The Hex appeared to turn back to the woods, as if they were
looking into the darkness and their stalk-like legs jittered and moved them
forward a few meters.  


“This is it,” Stirling muttered. 


Ram placed his finger on the fire button.


Although there was as yet no set doctrine for engagement with the
Hex, Ram’s team’s briefing had suggested that shooting the legs would bring
them down and immobilize them. Other battlefield reports they had been provided
with said that the Hex combat suits protected the legs against most ballistic
and laser weapons and even with ten wounded legs they could still advance
rapidly and kill the humans firing on them. On the other hand, the armor
protecting their spherical thorax was also resistant to damage, so the best
method of engagement was as yet known. 


I guess we’ll find out, Ram thought,
sighting on the center of the thorax.


But the Hex stopped, then drifted away and followed the human
collaborator toward their ship. 


“Are they leaving?” Stirling muttered. “They can’t be leaving.”


“Should we attack, sir?” Flores asked. 


“We cannot allow them to leave, Lieutenant Seti,” Red said.
“We must destroy them now, while we have the chance. Their aircraft are
quite powerful in the air.”


Ram considered it. The idea was appealing. They might have the
advantage in firepower and numbers for the moment. On the other hand, the
aliens might rush through the fire, as they were prone to doing when outgunned
and the hex soldiers were tall and strong and deadly at close range. But so was
Ram and to a lesser extent Stirling.


Despite all the unknowns, with the amount of firepower in his
team’s hands they could perhaps bring down the hex soldiers in a few seconds.
And the human collaborator would be no trouble.


Against the idea was that Ram did not have all the facts. How many
more hex were on the craft? What weapons did that craft have? Was it armed with
the weapon that had brought down their dropship? Could his team’s weapons
damage the hex craft? They had grenade launchers, AP ammunition, and other
options that could deliver enormous destruction.


“Sir?” Fury said. “Going to lose the shot.”


Even with so much unknown, Ram wanted to try it. He wanted to kill
at least a few of the aliens who had invaded Earth and they were right there
while he had his finger on the fire button. At his word, his team would unleash
hell on them. 


But the mission was all important.


Attacking and destroying the enemy might help him complete
his mission but if they got away, he had exposed his team and the Hex
leadership, wherever they were, would know precisely what they were looking
for. As it stood, all they would know now was that a human aircraft was shot
down and destroyed by fire. There was a chance the Hex and the collaborator
believed any occupants had died in the crash. It was quite possible they did
not know their vehicle had come from orbit at all and instead believed it to be
a local aircraft. 


All in all, the risks outweighed the rewards. 


“Hold fire and hold position,” Ram said. “We’re on a tight clock
and we’re already behind schedule.”


As he spoke, the Hex aircraft powered up and rose into the
darkness, engines whirring. It rotated and headed northeast, away from the
mission objective. Watching it go, they collectively sighed in relief.


But Stirling was not happy. 


“Might be a trick,” he said, watching the distant blue lights disappear
beyond the treetop horizon. “Waiting for us to move so they can follow us.
Remember the exobiology briefings? The Hex see movement.”


“We all see movement,” Ram said. “Come on, we have somewhere to
be.”
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“We are sixty-eight klicks straight from the objective and we’ll need
to cover more than that to yomp around these lakes and that gorge,” Stirling
said.


“And we’ll need to add a few doglegs along our route in case we
are being tracked,” Ram said, speaking to the whole team. “Where possible, we’ll
keep beneath the tree cover.”


Cooper snorted and muttered. “Like the Hex can’t sense us through
the trees.”


“They couldn’t see us just now,” Ram replied. “And we really don’t
know what their sensor capability is, do we? In space, it’s no better than ours
and it may be worse. Anyway, between us and the objective it’s mostly tree
cover anyway so we’ll just be mindful to avoid clearings and lake shores,
okay?” His team replied in the affirmative. “Alright, Flores, you take point.
We’ll all keep to twenty-meter spacing.”


“Twenty?” Flores said.


“Ah,” Stirling cut in. “Further than standard, sir?”


“The most common Hex trooper propelled grenade has a twenty-meter
blast radius, isn’t that right, Fury?”


“Mmm,” she said. “About right, sir.”


Cooper snorted. “But it’s about providing effective support to
your teammates in an enemy contact, Rama, not surviving—”


“Hey,” Stirling snapped. “You call your Lieutenant sir.”


Cooper hesitated but only for a moment. “Of course. Sorry, sir.”


“It would make sense, sir,” Red said, his massive, strange
wheel-like body lurking at a distance with his twin weapons pointing up. “If
we committed to destroying every enemy that we see on sight. The Great Enemy
does not—”


It was obvious that his team did not yet fully respect him or his command,
despite rank, prior achievements, and the brief two weeks of preparation for
the mission. But that was to be expected. As long as none of them did anything
outright insubordinate, he could avoid butting heads. He hoped Stirling could
do that for him. 


“Listen, everybody,” Ram said. “Our objective is to gain entry to
Outpost Omega, retrieve the weapon, and carry it to the launch site. One of us
needs to trigger the intercept programs on the computer but that is all. Our
individual survival is not necessarily important. If one of us is hit, wounded,
or cannot continue for some reason, we will do what we can but the mission
comes first. All of us understand that, don’t we?” They said that they did and
Ram continued. “If we come into contact with the enemy, we will not engage
unless we have to. As much as we want to kill them, we’re not here for revenge
against the Hex and not even the collaborators. All that matters now is
reaching the objective and getting the weapon to the launch site and then to
rendezvous with the Hereward. Now, Cooper? Leave a drone here to keep
watch on the crash site in case they return. Leave another every ten klicks on
our route, do you have enough for that? Alright, Flores, lead the way.
Twenty-meter spacing.”


“Twenty-meters, yes, sir.”


They marched through the trees in the darkness, the world
seemingly illuminated and enhanced by the sensors of his armor and the
augmentations to his physiology. 


I am on Earth.


It was a strange thought. And it was strange that it should be so
strange. But Ram had not been on his home planet for a long time, both
subjectively and objectively. Even when he had been, Ram had not left his home
for years. Only in his childhood was it that he had traveled through the
teeming streets of Mumbai along with millions of other residents through the
dust, the stench, and the choking pollution of the foul air.


A handful of times, he had vacationed outside the city with his
mother and father. Often, his father had delighted in pointing out the
buildings that had been originally built by the British, much to Ram’s
irritation and his mother’s great embarrassment. But Rama had never much
enjoyed being out, away from home. Already in his childhood he was massive,
taller than most adults, including his father, and growing increasingly obese.
He told himself that seeing people’s contempt and revulsion never bothered him
but the truth was he hated them for noticing and he hated himself for being the
object of their derision. Being outside could be all very well but it was
nothing like being at home or being in Avar. 


In Avar, Ram had traveled the world. Not just across the world but
back in time, to Neolithic Harappa in the Indus Valley and to the Janapadas of
the Vedic Period in Northern India, and to the mountains and forests of the
shogunate of the Edo Period and the vast plains of the steppe where he had
witnessed and taken part in the chariot conquests of the Andronovo. All virtual
worlds, of course, created by Avarcheologists and other experts but it was real
enough when experienced through Avar. And during his career with Rubicon, his
cooperative, he had fought battles in Europe and the Middle East and North
America. It wasn’t real, any of it, but Ram felt like he had been all over the
world.


And now I’m here for real. 


But was it any more real than Avar? He was completely separated
from the environment in a hermetically sealed suit of combat armor so all his
senses were coming to him second hand, through the sensors and tactile feedback
systems. Even more, he was in a cloned body inside that suit, his mind
downloaded into the brain after his previous, original head had been destroyed
in the orb combat. If anything, the sensations provided by the Avar had seemed
more real than experiencing it all through the armor. 


The forest was dense. Some of the trees had great thick trunks and
many more were narrow and yet most were still incredibly tall and the tops were
lost in the darkness of the broken canopy above. He knew it was bitterly cold,
with the coming winter’s snow well overdue, but he was warm and he was dry and
removed from the world. It was almost as if nothing was real, as if he was back
in his Avar chair and running a simulation of real life. A horrific thought
rushed through him, making him doubt for a moment that what he was experiencing
was really happening but he quickly shook himself from that notion. Many a
heavy Avar user had lost their mind by starting to doubt their reality. It had
never been an issue for Rama and he wasn’t about to start doing so in the middle
of a mission. 


“Do you really think those Hex gave up looking for us?” Stirling
asked on their private command band.


“Unlikely. But then we don’t know how they think, let alone
understand their doctrine. Their military operations during the conquest were
inconsistent, sometimes carrying out massive aerial bombardments, other times
sending in waves of ground troops to get chewed up by our guys.”


“Different commanders with different approaches.”


“That’s one hypothesis. Another is they were testing to see what
was most effective, but the tactics never coalesced into a consistent approach.
And after the world’s militaries were smashed, the Hex have sat back, fortified
certain areas and left humanity to collapse all on its own.”


Stirling growled. “It’s like they don’t really care.”


“Maybe. Like I said, we just don’t understand how they think.
They’re truly alien. Maybe we can never understand them.”


“Well,” Stirling sighed, “the biggest brains in UNOP are working
on it in the outer system. If anyone can ever figure it out, it’s those lads.”


“Doesn’t help us much now, does it,” Ram said. 


Stirling’s smile could be heard in his reply. “So, you’re saying
you have no idea if the Hex and their pet traitor is looking for us, sir?”


“Whether it’s them or another unit or the entire bloody species,
we knew we were at risk of being discovered before we could complete the
mission. All we can do is carry on.”


“Aye, you’re right enough there, sir.”


The sunrise seemed to take an age, with the sky lightening behind
them gradually as they stomped through the endless woodland, turning at
irregular intervals so that they approached their objective almost like a
sailing ship tacking back and forth obliquely against the wind toward a port.
Color came into the world, first blues and purples filling the gray of predawn,
turning to greens and browns in a dozen hues while the sky clouded over into a
low blanket of swirling cloud the color of graphite. Wisps of snow whipped
through the air as the cold front swept over them and Ram’s suit whirred to
keep him warm in his protective armor.


Dragging his eyes from the harsh beauty of the landscape, Ram
fought to control his wonder. He had to stay focused and watch for the approach
of the enemy. Every step, he imagined a fleet of aircraft coming in overhead and
firing down at them or disgorging teams of hex soldiers. Another fear was
receiving sudden incoming fire from a distant and unseen weapon like artillery
or from high altitude or orbital bombardment. Could it really be that the UNOP
plan had worked, and the entry package launched by the Hereward really
had confused the Hex so thoroughly?


All day they walked, kilometer after kilometer, and they saw
nothing.


“Anything showing up on your drones, Cooper?” Ram asked in the
afternoon. 


“You can see as well as I can, sir,” he replied. “Not a peep on
any of them. Not even a squirrel.”


“I want to see a bear,” Stirling muttered.


“Or a wolf,” Fury said. 


“Fuck that,” Flores said. “We’ll have to shoot it. And I ain’t
going to shoot a wolf.”


“Actually, they’re not dangerous to humans,” Cooper said. 


“Yeah because I’ve got a grenade launcher,” Flores replied. 


It was late in the day and they had been marching for hours when
Ram called a stop. They crouched where they were, keeping the distance between
them. 


“Alright, time to eat. How is everybody? Anyone too tired to
continue after eating?”


“You can see our vitals,” Cooper said. “We’re fine. Sir.”


“Shut up and eat, Cooper,” Stirling growled. 


“I know we’re all enhanced in one way or another,” Ram said. “I can
see your vitals and I studied your individual capabilities. And don’t take this
the wrong way but none of you comes close to being my physical equal and I am
feeling a little fatigued. I don’t want any tough guys here, okay? And I want
us to reach the objective with the strength to make entry, by force if
necessary. So, eat your rations and we’ll do the final five klicks at a faster
pace. We will reach the objective in thirty minutes. Cooper? Send an aerial
drone ahead now to scout the objective.”


While they chewed their rations, Cooper sent a tiny drone no
bigger than a sparrow up and off toward the objective. There was a risk it
would be detected but Ram was not about to walk into the situation blind.


“The final stretch is a rocky and exposed outcrop,” Ram reminded
them, “with thin soil that can’t support big trees or even much in the way of
scrub so we’ll be out in the open to some extent until we make entry into the outpost.
The entrance is hidden. It will probably be a steel hatch, buried beneath soil
or even covered with rocks. Speed is key so I want everyone searching the
ground except Fury and Red, who’ll be watching the skies and the tree line.
Understood?” 


When his team was ready, Ram called Cooper. “Is the drone there
yet?”


“I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” Cooper muttered. “What the
hell?”


Ram felt a chill run down his spine. “What is it, Cooper?”


“It’s the objective. It’s not bare rock at all, not anymore. It’s
a—” 


Before he could finish, the thrumming of engines filled the air
and Ram looked up to see a Hex aircraft passing overhead just a hundred meters
away.


“Shit! Get down!”
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He crouched and sought cover behind a trunk, as did his men.
Surely, the Hex had spotted them and were coming to finish what they had
started. On his AugHud, his team’s vitals spiked and he noted how spread out
they were along their route of march. That’s alright, he thought, if
they come at us on the ground, I’ll order the center to fall back and our
flanks can catch them in the crossfire. Ram hugged his weapon to his chest
and readied himself.


But the Hex craft carried on along its heading, blasting over the
treetops without slowing or turning, and then it was gone, leaving nothing but
leaves and branches swirling in the vortices left by its passing. 


“Jesus save us,” Stirling said. “That the same bastards from last
night?” 


“Same model of aircraft, at least,” Fury said.


“Whether it’s them or not,” Ram said, “it was heading in our
direction.”


Stirling came forward from his position in the rear. “Surely, they
can’t know about the outpost? It’s hidden, a klick or whatever deep inside that
granite outcrop.”


“Maybe they’re just flying over. Routine flight?”


The sergeant scoffed. 


“Sir?” Cooper said. “You have to see this.” 


With that, he linked Ram into the feed from the drone he had sent
on ahead. 


“What the hell?” Ram asked as the video was overlaid on his AugHud
and he had a moment to take it in. “Is that… a castle?”


Built from great blocks of stone, it looked just like a castle or
a fortress from the ancient past. There were four towers, one on each corner,
and a gatehouse near one corner and armed humans walked on the walls, looking
out. One pointed into the air. Not at the drone but at something else. 


“This isn’t our objective, is it?” Ram asked. “That’s where we’re
going?”


“Coordinates are an exact match,” Cooper said. 


“Well,” Stirling said. “Our intel must be wrong.”


“Out of date, at least,” Ram said. 


“What, by five hundred years?” 


“Shit,” Cooper said, “and there’s the Hex.” 


Humming overhead into frame, the Hex aircraft slowed and landed on
the trackway outside. Its engines idled and a door on the side slid open. Four
Hex flowed down from it, their legs working away like some nightmarish machine
with their weapons up near the thorax as if they were ready to fire.


“What is happening here?” Stirling said. “They going to attack
that fort?”


“Is this a military facility, sir?” Red asked. “Or a
civilian structure?”


Ram had no idea. “Can’t be military,” he muttered, almost to
himself. “Can it?”


“Hex wouldn’t have let them live if it was UNOP or a national
military structure,” Stirling said. 


“Got to be civilian,” Fury said. “Got to be new, too. Our intel
can’t be that bad, can it?”


Cooper scoffed and started to make a joke but he was interrupted by
Flores. 


“We should help, sir,” she said, advancing up the line toward Ram.
“Before it’s too late.”


“What’s that?” Ram said, zooming in on the aircraft door behind
the hex where something else moved.


Behind the aliens, the human collaborator in his long robes
stepped down and the hex formed up around him like an honor guard and together
they approached the gatehouse of the fortress. 


When they were yet fifty meters away, the gate opened and a group
of a half-dozen men strode out with rifles in hand. The people from the fortress
were wrapped in warm clothing, wearing headgear, but it was all civilian gear,
as far as Ram could tell.  The two groups stopped within spitting distance.


“Can you hear what they’re saying?” Ram asked Cooper. 


He turned on the audio and increased the volume. Through the
hissing of the wind and crackling white noise, Ram heard the voice of the
collaborator. He was speaking English. 


“—failure to comply with the covenant will result in swift
retribution as agreed—” The audio broke up and a gust of wind jostled the
drone, shaking the image. “… may the masters bless you all.”


The aliens drifted back to their aircraft while the human party
returned to their gateway into the town. 


“Short and sweet,” Stirling muttered.


After the Hex and the traitor boarded their craft, the engines
hummed and it took off vertically, turned and headed back out over the trees. 


Ram ducked closer to his tree trunk. “Everyone take cover. Nobody
move.”


But the alien craft did not pass over them, instead heading due
east away from them and away from the structure and the people inside. 


“What the hell was all that?” Stirling asked. 


“Doesn’t matter,” Ram said. “Let’s go.”


“Where?” Stirling replied. “To that… fort? Why?”


“That’s our objective.”


“Sir, our objective was to gain entry to a secret outpost.
Clearly, our intel was wrong.”


“Or the fortress structure is built over the outpost,” Ram said,
“which means the entrance is still there, underneath it all. They might not
even know about it.”


“They can’t have built an entire… whatever that is… you know,
digging foundations, drilling into the bedrock, all that without seeing the
entrance,” Cooper said. “They must know where it is.”


“But that doesn’t make sense,” Flores said. “If they found the
entrance to a secret UNOP base, why build a fortress over the top of it? If you
didn’t know what it was, you just wouldn’t take the risk of doing that, would
you? Think about it. You find a hatch or whatever in the wilderness. You can’t
get in. It might be anything. It might be a survival bunker, or weapons cache,
or it might be a storage site for nuclear waste or for experimenting with
virulent diseases. It might be a military site, which means you’d be a target
for incoming missiles or anything.”


“What do you mean, Flores?” Ram asked. 


“I mean, sir, that I doubt the entrance is there at all. Our intel
is wrong. The mission is a bust.”


“That’s premature but I hear you,” Ram said. “Although, here’s the
thing. We have no other intel to go on. We have no secondary objective. If it’s
not there, you’re right the mission has failed, we can’t use the launch vehicle
because that’s meant for the weapon, not us, and so we’re stuck here on Earth.
But the only way to be sure is to look. So let’s go look.”


“Wait a minute, sir,” Stirling said. “That guy in the priest
robes? He was… warning those people in there. The ones who came out to speak
with him. He was warning them about disobedience. Talking about retribution.”


“Yeah,” Ram said. “I’m going to go ahead and assume traitorous
human collaborators are not pleasant people.”


“But you know he was warning them about us, right, sir?
That was the same guy who found our dropship. He’s been searching for us since.
How much do you want to bet he dropped by with his squid goons to warn those
people about us specifically?”


“What’s your point, Sergeant?”


“We know that guy in the dress is a collaborator. They were
speaking to him. Even if they’re not collaborators themselves, they’re going to
do what they have to.”


“He’s right, sir,” Cooper said. “They’ve got to call it in when
they see us.”


“Or shoot us on sight,” Fury said. 


“Let them try it.” Flores scoffed. “They don’t stand a chance.”


“I swore an oath and signed a contract to never harm a human being
unless specifically ordered to do so by my commanding—”


“I know, Red,” Ram said. “We’re not shooting those people unless
we have to.”


“What then, sir?” Fury asked.


“We’ll have to explain we’re on the same side,” Ram said. 


Stirling sighed. “Have you seen us, sir? With all due respect,
you’re a giant and we have a gigantic alien wheel as a team member. No offense,
Red.”


“Oh, none taken, Sergeant Stirling,” Red said, waving a
long-fingered hand in an affected humanlike manner. “A simple observation
could never cause me to be offended because I am confident in my abilities and
general usefulness to the team.”


“You have a suggestion, then?” Ram asked Stirling. 


“We could drop them a line?” he replied, pointing through the
trees at the fortress unseen a few klicks away. “They must have some sort of
comms system.”


“Not detecting any so far,” Cooper cut in. “Can’t see any local
comms on any frequency.”


“Just because they’re not talking now, doesn’t mean they don’t
have a radio. Everyone has radio.”


Ram considered it. “That would just tip them off that we’re here.
They could report us to the Hex right away before we ever got close to the
outpost entrance. Or the Hex could even be listening, monitoring, and we would
give ourselves away.”


“Maybe we could use our suit comms,” Cooper said. “Low power,
encrypted, dissipates into nothing beyond half a klick and the squids wouldn’t
be able to detect it. It’s a long shot and they would have to have the gear to
decrypt us but we could maybe get within range and then try it out. What is it,
minimum hundred meters between the tree line and the fortress?”


“Hundred-fifty,” Fury said. “More like a hundred-seventy.”


“Damn it,” Cooper said. 


Stirling stood and strode a few steps in the direction of the
fortress. “What if we send one of us in alone, to speak to them. Human to
human. Maybe even without the armor, to show we mean no harm. I volunteer, of
course, sir.”


Cooper snorted. “You’re not much less of a freak than the
Lieutenant, Sarge. Send Fury or Flores, maybe. I’ll volunteer, no sweat, but if
you send one of the old broads, they’ll have no idea a deadly warrior walks
amongst them.”


Flores told him to shut his mouth but Fury agreed and said she
would go. 


“We’re all going,” Ram said, deciding and standing. “I’ll not risk
sending one of you in alone, and certainly not without armor. Those people in
that fort could be anybody. If they’ve been subjugated by the Hex, they might
well shoot first and ask questions never and I can’t afford to risk any of you
for no reason. We’ll all go, marching straight up to the front door, and we’ll
all be ready to fight our way inside, if we have to.”


“Sir?” Stirling said. “With respect, that’s going to escalate the
situation.”


Ram took a deep breath before answering. “I’d say the situation is
already pretty escalated, wouldn’t you? Look, I don’t want anyone in there to
get hurt but if what we’ve been told is true, underneath that fortress is an
outpost with a weapon powerful enough to win the war. Powerful enough to get
our whole planet back. We’re not shooting any human unless we have to. Look,
I’m sorry, I wish it wasn’t the case, but if we have to kill every human in
that town to get the weapon out, then we’ll have to do it.” 


“You want to go in shooting, sir?” Flores asked, checking her
weapons. 


“No,” Ram said. “Absolutely not. All I want to kill are the
invaders on our planet and the traitors helping them. But one way or another,
we’re getting into that fortress and finding the entrance to the outpost. Any
more questions? Alright, let’s move—” 


“I have a question, sir,” Red said, rolling forward and
raising a long, bony hand. 


Ram sighed. “What is it, Red?”


“You won’t risk one of your team approaching the town, sir,”
he replied. “But would you risk a drone?” 
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“This is ridiculous,” Cooper said, watching through the drone’s
camera as it flew toward the gate. 


Ram and his team were spread out along the tree line two hundred
meters from the fortified structure, ready to rush forward to assault the walls
should Red’s plan not turn out well.


“Think of it,” Ram said, “as a reinvention of the carrier pigeon.”


“I am,” Cooper replied. “That’s what makes it so ridiculous.”


Red had suggested using one of Cooper’s remaining recon drones to
communicate with the fortress, thinking it could relay voice communication.
However, unlike their combat suits, the drones were tiny and they lacked any
form of loudspeaker that could convert their electrical audio signal into a
corresponding sound. Instead, they had written a note, rolled it up, and
stuffed it inside the drone’s sensor array box. Cooper had scratched OPEN ME on
the little access hatch. 


“This is never going to work,” Flores muttered.


“Soon as they spot it,” Fury said, “they’ll blow it away.”


“Quiet,” Cooper muttered, “let me concentrate.”


He directed the drone to approach slowly, lest anyone watching
imagine a missile or a propelled grenade was being launched at them. No one
appeared to notice at all as the drone crested the wall over the gatehouse and
paused above the wall. It provided a view of the town within the walls. It was
surprisingly well-ordered, with a single wide road that ran from the gate
parallel to the walls, almost all the way back to itself. Neat little houses on
rectangular plots with gardens lined the road on both sides for much of its
route, other than for what seemed to be a town square in the corner opposite
the gatehouse and a handful of other unique buildings of various sizes.


The gardens, Ram was surprised to note, contained fruit trees,
vegetable plots, and chickens, pigs, and goats. It was almost winter and even
so much of the interior was remarkably green and the soil was dark and heaped
in deep beds. It was like peering from a cold and barren world through a window
into a mild and fertile one. People busied themselves in the gardens or else
made their way purposefully through the streets. Some were armed but otherwise
it seemed a remarkably peaceful, civilized place.


“Alright, bring it down, Cooper,” Ram said. “Find someone you
might be able to—”


A voice, loud, harsh, and outraged, sounded through the drone’s
audio. “What the hell?”


Another voice relayed through the drone shouted a warning.
“Johnny, wait!”


Stirling growled. “Watch it, Cooper.”


Cooper flew the drone away but not before it caught the image of a
man swinging the stock of his rifle into it. The image swung wildly as the
drone tumbled to the top of the wall, where the man crushed it with his boot.
The feed dropped out. 


“God damn it!” Cooper cursed. 


“Isn’t there a proximity detector on that thing?” Flores said,
tutting. 


“Yeah, yeah,” Cooper muttered. “Sorry, sir.”


“It’s fine, Cooper,” Ram said. “It was always a long shot, I
guess.”


“I apologize for my woefully idiotic idea, Private Cooper.”


Ram stood and began dictating his orders. “Get ready, everybody.
Stirling, you take Cooper and Flores forward a hundred meters and cover us and
I’ll—”


“Sir?” Fury said, looking through her scope at the fortress.
“Gate’s opening.”


A man emerged, dressed in dark winter clothing. Dark boots, dark
pants, a massive dark coat and thick hat. But in his hand, fluttering wildly in
the wind, he carried a white sheet of cloth. The figure wandered toward them as
if he had not a care in the world. 


“What’s he doing?” Flores muttered. 


“Acting casual,” Stirling said.


“But why?”


Ram answered. “In case the Hex are watching.”


“Wait, what?” Flores said. “If that guy thinks the Hex are
watching, why’s he coming out at all?”


“Maybe he’s not sure,” Stirling said. 


“Maybe it’s a trap,” Flores said. 


“Alright, quiet down,” Ram said. “Stay out of sight and cover me.”


Ram stood, moving slowly, and stepped out of cover behind his tree
with his rifle held low in one hand so as not to startle the approaching
figure.


But Ram need not have bothered, for the man froze in shock the
moment he laid eyes on him.


Fully encased in a powered suit of combat armor, Rama Seti was
nine feet tall, with his face obscured behind the visor of his helm and he
emerged from the shadows of the woodland like some giant ancient demon. 


“My name is Rama,” he said, holding up a hand. His helm’s
loudspeaker amplified his voice so that it was loud enough to carry in the
wind. “I sent the note.” 


The man looked around him, hesitating. He was clearly afraid, and
understandably so, but he stood his ground. Behind his fur-lined hood and ski
mask, his eyes were clear and bright blue.


“They’re looking for you,” the man said in a deep, steady voice. 


“I know. We need access to the outpost beneath your fortress,
there.”


The man rubbed his face and looked around at his huge stone
structure before looking back at Ram.


“My people think this is a trick.”


Ram held a hand up. “We’re not with the Hex, if that’s what you
mean.”


“It isn’t.”


“What, then?”


The man looked into the woods and then back at Ram. “Where are you
from?”


“We are a unit working for UNOP.”


The man almost laughed, scoffing. “Try again. They were wiped off
the face of the earth years ago.”


“We didn’t come from the face of the earth.”


“Underground?”


Ram pointed his finger straight up. “Far from it.”


The man hesitated. “Bullshit.”


“Our dropship was hit on our way in by Hex fire some way to the
east of here. Listen, sir. Our mission objective is right there.” Ram pointed
over the man’s head at the fortress. “Our intel didn’t say anything about a
fortress being here. Or a town, which is what it looked like from the drone.
But, listen, we have no interest in you or your people. We’re just passing
through.”


He lifted his head and narrowed his eyes. “That’s just what
someone trying bypass our defenses would say.”


“Who would do that?”


He scoffed again. “Just about anyone who wants what we have. You
could be from one of the towns to the south looking to take us over. Or a
raiding band coming up before winter sets in.”


“Do I look like I’m from around here?”


“No, you do not. Neither did that drone we smashed.”


Ram glanced around. All his men were in hiding. When he spoke on
the team band, he made sure that his local audio was still being broadcast so
the man could hear him. “Red? Come up here. Slowly, please. Just show yourself
so our new friend can see we aren’t from around here.”


“Certainly, Lieutenant, I shall do so quite carefully and
slowly in what will no doubt be a vain attempt to avoid frightening the human
leader you are conversing with.”


When Red rolled up out of the woodlands, the man took three steps
backward before he recovered and held his ground. 


“That’s a fucking wheeler,” he said. “What is this?”


Ram held up a hand to stop Red where he was. “This is a member of
my team and his name is Red. He’s from a faction of wheelhunters who have
allied with humanity against the Hex.”


“It is a pleasure to meet you, unnamed human representative of
your residential fortification.”


“Sure, how you doing?” He dragged his eyes back to Ram. “How many
of you?”


“Six. Five humans and our loyal ally here in the fight against the
Hex.”


The man nodded as he glanced over his shoulder for a moment.
“Alright, yeah. Alright, my name’s Ewan Fraser.”


“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Fraser. I’m Lieutenant Rama Seti of the
UNOP Marine Corps.”


Fraser raised his eyebrows. “Rama, huh? Alright.” He turned and
waved a hand once, twice, three times. “Follow me. We’ll go quick. Stay behind
me.”


Ram ordered his team to follow, switching his comms so that only
they could hear him as the crossed the open ground. “Be ready for anything.”


The walls of the fortress looked ever more intimidating as they
got closer. They were made from great stone blocks, like an ancient castle and
Ram had the momentary sensation of being back in Avar, fighting a battle in
medieval Europe. But he shook it off when he saw the gate up close. It was some
kind of blast door constructed from thick steel plates bolted together and it
swung inward on enormous hinges to allow them inside.


On the wall over the open gate, armed men looked down. Above their
heads, the sky was turning into a swirling gray mass that seemed to be coming
lower with every minute.


“I’ll go in with Cooper and Flores,” Ram said. “Stirling you cover
us from out here with Red and Fury until its clear.”


“You can trust me,” the man said, looking back at the three
waiting behind. “We’ll not try anything.”


“Good,” Ram said. “Even so, half my team will wait outside until
we’re in the clear. Don’t take it personally.”


Fraser nodded. “It’d be better if you all got inside before the
Hex see you.”


Ram looked around at the sky. “The Hex watch you?”


“We don’t know,” Fraser replied. “Don’t think so but they could if
they wanted to, right?”


“Let’s hurry up, then,” Ram said, gesturing at the open gate. 


The man turned and strode in while Ram, Cooper, and Flores
followed. Towering over the rest, Ram felt as conspicuous as a human could get.
Almost inhuman, in fact. Inside the gate, there was an enclosed, square
courtyard with walls all around. A second gate on the right-hand wall led out
of the square. Atop the walls, men and women stood with rifles aimed down at
them. On the ground before them stood a group of four men, all wrapped in
winter clothing and all holding their rifles ready in their hands. 


“What is this?” Ram asked Fraser.


“Just a precaution,” Fraser replied, spreading his hands. “We have
to be careful about who we open our gates to. We mean no harm, Lieutenant, I
swear.”


“Sir?” Flores said on the team band. “This is no good. We can’t be
here. We have to get out of here.”


Cooper spoke quickly. “Mostly ancient firearms but there’s some
modern gear, too. Two grenade launchers, eleven o’clock and on our six, over
the outer gate.”


“Alright, let’s all stay relaxed,” Ram said on the loudspeaker so
that the people all around him could hear. Moving his hands slowly, Ram slung
his weapon and reached for his helm. 


“What are you doing, sir?” Flores asked. 


“Wouldn’t do that, sir,” Cooper added. 


Ram pulled open the lever at his neck, while his suit sounded warnings
and flashed alerts on his AugHud. With a hiss of escaping air, Ram lifted off
his helmet. Cold hit him like a slap in the face and his first breath of the
icy air burned his throat and made his lungs ache. Never in his life had he
felt cold like it. 


He looked around again, tilting his head up so they could all get
a good look at him, before staring at the welcome committee of four right in
front of him. 


“My name is Rama Seti,” he said, raising his voice so that
everyone could hear him upon the walls. “I am an officer in the UNOP Marine
Corps and this is my team. We came here to get access to what’s beneath your
town. We have no interest in you. We had no idea you were even here. Our intel
was out of date. All we want is access, in and out, and then we’ll be gone and
you’ll never hear from us again.”


The figures stared down at him in silence until one of the men in
front of him stepped forward, pulled back his hood and pulled the scarf down
from his face. He was smiling. 


“Rama Seti? The Rama Seti, the orb station guy?” The man
laughed. “Are you serious? It’s you, isn’t it!”


Ram grinned. “That’s right. You’ve heard of me?”


One of the others in the group scoffed loudly. “Bullshit!”


“Oh, come on, Miller,” the first guy said, glancing over his
shoulder. “Look at him, for God’s sake. Look at the size of him. It’s him, it’s
really him. It’s the first Orb guy.”


“The guy died,” someone else said in a gravelly voice before
spitting onto the ground. 


“I did die,” Ram replied, nodding. “But they brought me back.”


The smiling man stepped closer and held out his hand. “I’m Albert
Locklear, nice to meet you.” 


Ram took the man’s hand in his own, dwarfing it and swallowing it
up in his suit’s armored gauntlet. Albert didn’t seem to mind, though, shaking Ram’s
hand and grinning from ear to ear.


“What do you want access to?” another voice called out from the
small group. 


He looked for the person who had spoken and raised his voice so
that all could hear. “It’s an access hatch, leading to an outpost. Underground.”


“Ain’t nothing like that here,” one man said, and others nodded in
agreement. There were a lot of confused faces.


But Ram noticed that Fraser and Locklear exchanged a look and
shuffled their boots a little. 


“Alright,” Ewan Fraser said. “Let’s get these guys inside, shall
we? I think we need to call a town meeting.”


Someone shouted across the crowd. “I think we need to discuss it
further right now, Mayor Fraser.”


“No,” Fraser said. “We do not. Open the inner gate.” He turned and
looked up at Ram. “You want to bring the rest of your team in here, now? If
you’ll join us, I need to assemble everyone in the town square and tell them
what’s going on. Then you can get on with your mission. Does that sound alright
to you, Lieutenant Seti?” 


“Sounds great, Mayor Fraser,” Ram said, grinning. “Lead the way.”
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“You sure about this, sir?” Stirling said, his eyes darting
around.  


Ram was far from certain. “Everything is going to be fine,” Ram
replied. “We’ll just get through this and they’ll take us to the entrance.”


The town square was in the opposite corner to the gate and it was
like something from a bygone age. On four sides were neat little timber-framed
buildings, most of them set back a little on the ground floor with a covered
walkway all around, like a cloister. They stood by a small wooden platform like
a stage from which a crowd could be addressed. Above them, the sky was low and
swirling gray. Ram’s head was cold.


“They’re workshops,” Mayor Fraser said to Ram as they stood
waiting for the hundreds of townsfolk to assemble in the square. “And the
fronts of most of them are stores where the folks sell their produce. That one
there’s Yazzie’s place, and he and his wife make fur-lined boots for just about
the whole town. Next to it, that’s where Harris sells his game but most of the
time him and his boys are out hunting. On the corner, see the one built in
stone and brick? Nez is the smith and he sells and repairs iron tools, mostly.
He’s got a forge out back. Nice place to work in winter. The Walkers have a
surgery there, you see? Both doctors, like their folks, and all four of their
children working with them. We’d all be dead a dozen times over if it weren’t
for the Walkers fixing us up. And so on. Storefronts in front, workshops in
back, and the families live above. And on market days, everyone else sets out
their stores here in the square and trades for what they want.”


Ram nodded slowly while the mayor spoke. “No offense, Mayor, but
it sounds like an old frontier town.”


Fraser frowned but in a good-natured fashion. “Well, why on earth
would I be offended? That’s exactly what we are. Not much to the north except
small towns on the coast that survive on whales and seals and the like. Too
cold to farm much up here.”


“But you grow food. I saw all the gardens on the way in and on the
drone that we flew over. Looked to me like maybe half of the land inside your
walls is gardens.”


He smiled. “Everywhere up here is too cold to support a community
our size other than within our walls. We’ve got our own microclimate on this
spot. Sixty-four percent of the area is under cultivation and we have plenty
under glasshouses or in hydroponics indoors. Each year, we agree who’s going to
grow what and we trade so that everyone gets what they need. Enough to keep us
in good health, assuming everything works as it’s supposed to. When the hunters
are fortunate, we eat like kings. And our kids are growing up big and strong and
that’s what we need if we’re going to continue the human race.”


“How long have you been here?”


“Seven years, now.”


“What brought you to this spot?”


Fraser hesitated. One of the others caught his eye and he nodded.
“Everyone’s here, Lieutenant. Please excuse me for a moment.” He climbed the
steps to the top of the platform and looked out. “Thank you for coming. I know
it’s cold and I won’t keep you a moment longer than I have to. But I called you
here to let you know what’s happening. As you will have seen, we have some
guests. These people are a team from the UNOP Marine Corps. Yes, one of the
team is the alien wheelhunter you see here. He is on our side and we will all
treat him accordingly, just as we would any other honored guest. You know the
wheelhunters have been enemies with the Hex far longer than we have, so please
do not be concerned. A few hours ago, the Hex and their Wayfinder came looking
for these men. I sent them away, saying I had never seen them, which was true
at the time. We don’t know if the Wayfinder will come back. If he does while
our guests are still here, it puts us all in danger.”


Fraser allowed the muttering to die down before continuing.


“The UNOP Marines have come to get access to something.” Fraser
cleared his throat and looking meaningfully at a couple of men standing near to
him. “Let me tell you a brief story that you haven’t heard before. It’s about
when me and Albert Locklear and Dale and Walker Harris came up here, looking
for a place to build Newhaven. As you may know, we never should have been this
far north but Albert’s drones were showing the higher ground temperature of the
area. We found the site, we tested the stone, surveyed for the layout, for the
quarry. We thought we could make it work.”


Fraser cleared his throat and rubbed his hands together, looking
out over the townspeople in the square. They were waiting in silent
expectation.


“We’d been on site, building, for about nine weeks when we found
it. Understand, we’d already quarried and shaped countless tons of stone. We’d
built most of the walls. We were committed, we’d already invested too much to
move somewhere else, we didn’t have the fuel or the time.” Fraser ran a hand
over his beard. “We were digging the foundations for the northeast tower when
we found it. It was a steel hatch, ten feet square. Buried under about four
tons of rubble, maybe two or three feet below the surface. Didn’t know what to
make of it. No markings on it, no way to open it. We hammered on it a while.
Thing must have been eight inches thick, I don’t know. Well, we discussed,
those of us on site. Didn’t seem like reason enough to move somewhere else and
anyway, like I said, there wasn’t time. We made a decision to cover it up and
to keep it to ourselves until the day came when we had to tell you. Turns out,
that day’s today.”


He let them mutter amongst themselves for a while.


Someone called out a question. “What’s inside?” 


Fraser looked at Ram. “Do you want to come up, Lieutenant?”


Ram sighed and stepped up to the platform, which creaked and groaned
under his weight. Hundreds of faces stared back at him from beneath their hoods
and hats. “Hello, everybody. I think it’s best for you and for all of us if I
don’t tell you much. But inside that hatch, there’s nothing that will hurt
you.” Ram didn’t exactly know that was true. “And it’s important for the war
against the Hex that we get inside, take something, and get out. Then we’re
gone.”


“What war?” someone shouted. There was a chorus of mumbled
agreement.


“Yeah,” another cried out. “You already lost.”


Ram’s instinct was to argue, or to say something inspiring about
never giving up, but he bit it back. “We just want to take it and go.”


“But there’s nothing under here except the geothermal spring,”
someone said. “How can there be anything down there?”


Ram turned to Fraser. “Geothermal spring?”


The mayor shrugged. “This entire rock outcrop stays at an average
temperature of fifty-five degrees year-round which means a longer growing
season and comfort in winter. We think it’s a geothermal hotspot beneath the
rock, which heats it and also warms the aquifer and keeps the spring flowing so
again we get freshwater year round.”


Ram’s comms sounded in his ear as Cooper muttered into it.
“Actually, that’s probably the outpost’s nuclear power station. It taps into
the local water source and also uses the rock as a radiator for dissipating
excess heat.”


Stirling hissed a reply that echoed Ram’s thoughts. “For God’s
sake, Cooper, don’t say that to any of these people.”


“Course not, Sarge. But it’ll be safe, not contaminated at all.
Probably.”


“All I know,” Ram was saying while his team spoke in his ear, “is
that we need access, now. The sooner we’re in, the sooner we’re gone.”


The mayor held up his hand for silence. “I know some of you are
angry I hid this from you and that’s alright. You can be angry. But right now,
we have to get our guests moving. Please, return to your homes. I would ask
that you ensure your batteries are charged, that your food and water stocks are
topped up, and that your weapons and ammunition are ready. If possible, we
might all want to sleep in our shelters tonight. And if the Hex come, I want
everyone able to hold a gun on the walls, alright? Okay, thank you for your
time. God bless you all.”


“Where’s the entrance?” Ram asked him as they stepped down.


“Follow me.”


 
















 


 


7.


 


“This is it,” Fraser said, pointing at the stone floor. 


They were on the ground floor of the northeast tower. Around the
walls were rows of steel lockers and boxes and not much else. Cooper was inside
with him while Stirling and the rest of the team were outside. 


“Right here?” Ram asked, pointing to the center of the room.


“It’s been years but yeah, I remember.” Fraser nodded once with
certainty. “The floor here is slabs of stone, the gaps filled with concrete.
Get through the slabs and then there’s the rubble underneath down to the hatch.
My guys are bringing pneumatic hammers and then we’ll have to clear the rubble
out. Think you guys can lend a hand? You look like you could shift a lot of
rock, sir.”


Ram smiled. “I’m sure I could. Cooper, get to work.”


“Sir.” Cooper crouched in the center of the floor and tapped away
on a handheld communication device that scanned for the corresponding signal
from the steel hatch. If it was there, Cooper would detect it. 


Ram turned to Fraser. “What’s the story with this tower?” 


“One of the public armories. If there’s an attack without warning
and you don’t have your weapon to hand, you can come here and rapidly arm
yourself.”


“The Hex attack you often?”


Fraser stared for a moment. “The Hex? No, never the whole time
we’ve been here. You know they say there’s not that many of the aliens on the
planet and they’re clustered around the equator. There’s hardly any at all up
here, which is one of the main reasons we came this far north.”


“So who attacks you? Other people?”


“Of course, other people,” Fraser looked at him with a mixture of
confusion and contempt. “Where the hell have you been?”


“I haven’t been around for a while.”


“Right, right. You really came here from space? For real? How did
you get in through the defenses? Is there going to be a UNOP invasion? Is this
the start of the reconquest?”


“No, no. It’s not like that. You understand, I can’t tell you
anything?”


“Sure, of course. But if this is the start of the reconquest, it
would help if I could plan. We could prepare. We could do something, maybe. My
people are heavily armed and well-trained.”


“The reconquest isn’t starting now, that’s for certain. One day it
will, I’m sure, but not yet. Cooper, is it there?”


“It’s there.”


Fraser pointed at Cooper’s device. “What is it detecting? The
steel?”


Cooper looked at Ram who nodded. “There is a short-range beacon on
a specific frequency.”


“We didn’t detect anything like that when we surveyed the site.”


“You wouldn’t have, sir. I pinged it with a coded signal and it
replied. That’s all.”


“So, is that how—” 


Ram spoke over Fraser. “Thanks, Cooper. Let’s get those hammers in
here, shall we, Mayor?”


He nodded. “Alright.” 


Fraser called his guys in who immediately carried in jackhammers
and sledgehammers and pushed in wheelbarrows and compressors. They would break
up the floor of the tower and the stones below it and also remove the rocks to
a pile outside the tower. It would mean breaking and removing tons of rock but
there were two dozen workers there and they looked like men who could get the
job done. 


Fraser tapped Ram on his armored forearm. “Maybe we could have a
talk outside while they get to work?” 


“That’s actually a good idea, Mayor Fraser. It would help,
tactically speaking, to get a feel for the layout of the town. Just in case.
And I have a few questions I’d like to ask.” While the mayor stepped outside,
Ram broadcast to his team. “Guys, while the work is underway I’m going to try
to get some intel. If you hit any snags in the work, Cooper, let me know.
Stirling, if there’s any movement on the perimeter—”


“Believe me, sir,” Stirling said. “If I see the Hex coming, I’m
going to want you up on these walls with us.”


“Alright. I’ll leave my comms open so you can hear what I talk
about with Mayor Fraser. I’m just going to let him talk but if you want to know
anything that will help tactically, just ask me.”


“Sir,” they chorused. 


Ram followed Fraser out into the cold. Low cloud overhead dropped
flurries of small icy snowflakes that swirled around in vortices along the
inside of the wall. The blocks of stone that made the walls and the towers were
large, each was surely at least a ton, and there were thousands of them. 


“So you want me to show you around?” Fraser said. “Shall we follow
the perimeter first of all?”


They walked with the wall rising on one side and on the other they
passed by a series of tilled gardens. Some still had produce in, despite the
season, while others were bare, dark earth. Beyond the gardens were rows of
neat little houses, framed in timber and clad with weatherboard and painted
either white, black or brown. “It’s incredible to me that you built all this
out here in the middle of nowhere. How did you manage it?”


Fraser nodded as they walked and spoke conversationally but with
evident pride in his voice. “Our last town was attacked six times in four
months. The final two assaults got in through our defenses and we lost hundreds
of our people. We had fences, trenches, towers. But they weren’t enough. A
group of us wanted to build the place up, you know, build the walls bigger and
better but the leadership was starting to break down. Some people left in small
groups, joining other settlements or reckoning they were better off in the
woods, keeping mobile, keeping small and hoping to be unnoticed. But it was
increasingly obvious that the writing was on the wall and there were endless
struggles for leadership of the town. My people wanted me to take over but
there were just too many bad eggs that we’d have to get rid of, by force, and I
reckoned we were better off striking out on our own. Making a fresh start but
together. Some of the people saw things like I did. Over a thousand of us
pooled our resources. A few of us found this place. Further north than we
intended but we were blessed by this great rock of ours. So our advanced teams
brought up plant machinery on flatbeds, excavators, bulldozers, got to work
quarrying, setting out foundations, built the walls up. We brought everyone up
in groups and that first winter was hard, yes it was. Hardest thing I ever did.
We were in tents and shacks within these walls while the winter tried hard to
kill us. We didn’t prepare enough wood for fuel, not nearly and our power
systems failed and food ran low. Anyway, with God’s help, we made it. That
first year, we raised this town up out of the earth. Been holding tight ever
since.”


Ram looked around at what they built. It was remarkably civilized.
“What about these attacks? Who’s attacking you, exactly?”


Fraser sighed and walked along by the base of the wall. Ram kept
pace with him. “How much do you know about the invasion?”


“I was unconscious for the whole thing and every year since. They
gave me a briefing on the invasion since I woke up but as you can imagine it
wasn’t exactly comprehensive.”


The mayor shook his head. “Unconscious for all those years? How is
that possible?”


“I was badly injured and they placed me and my sergeant in what
they called a coma. We were hooked up to life support, slowly healed and then
kept in storage while the world fell apart. We were forgotten, passed around as
an afterthought in the outer system, until this mission was put together. Even
then, we wouldn’t have been chosen but for an accident. The lieutenant and
sergeant selected for this team were killed in an orbital rendezvous and they
needed replacements, quick. So we were put on board, brought back to
consciousness and told to get in fighting shape real fast. I’ve focused on
physical and tactical preparations for this mission and I am so far out of the
loop on the Hex invasion that it’s like some bad dream. I honestly can barely
believe it happened at all. The casualties, the chaos. It must have been… I’m
sorry to even bring it up.”


“No, it’s alright. I get it. It was sixteen years ago but it feels
like another era, like another epoch. We were all just ordinary people. I mean,
I was like, twenty, twenty-two maybe when the news about the Orb Station was
released and they showed that footage. It was insane but it was kind of
thrilling. Aliens, new star systems. It was like suddenly we were living in the
future. I mean, there were those wheelhunters coming down to negotiate a treaty
with us and everything. I’m not saying there weren’t big changes. Of course
there were. Some groups freaked out, they couldn’t deal with the facts and they
said it was a conspiracy theory to keep us enslaved and others couldn’t
understand why God hadn’t included the Orbs and aliens in the Bible. Others
said that it was all in there if only we’d read it correctly. But that was all
just stuff we saw online or that we walked past on the way to work.”


“Oh yeah? And what did you do for work back then?”


He was caught off guard by the change in subject and then gave a
little laugh. “Ah, I worked in biorobotics at a research center attached to the
University of Oregon and I was building a company to develop implantable neural
interfaces for a variety of medical applications, particularly in mental
health. Seems crazy to even talk about it. I was a different man back then. Two
young kids I didn’t see. My wife worked in a building less than a mile away but
I didn’t see her much more. The news about the new Orb Station Alpha and a new
combat with a new alien species, it just seemed so far away and not much to
worry about. Even when we lost.” Fraser laughed at himself, shaking his head.
“I just carried on working. I thought, if I can just finish this project, we’ll
get these licensing contracts and my family will be set, financially, you know?
Vague notions of using my new wealth to invest in a bunker in the back yard, maybe.”


“You knew the invasion was coming?”


“We knew about the arena combat, of course, then when the news
came that the Hex had won, had been awarded the rights to our system and were
probably going to take Earth, people went crazy. Immediate looting, everywhere.
People making for the hills, for the woods. A lot going north, into Canada. A
lot heading east, meaning to hide in Montana and North Dakota. I kept telling
my family that everything was going to be okay but I didn’t do anything until it
was too late. Everything fell apart even before the Hex landed. I’d never had
to think about food my entire life and suddenly every day was nothing but a
quest to find enough food for my wife and kids.”


“People starved,” Ram said. 


Fraser looked away. “Yes they did.”


“I’m sorry.”


“We didn’t even see an alien until the fighting was over. The
military was basically destroyed but we didn’t see much of that. Law
enforcement kept order as best they could but those guys all had families of
their own and they couldn’t keep order with masses of people roaming the
country anyway so a lot left. Politicians were long gone, of course, though you
had people from local government at various levels doing their best to lead.
But all the structures that they were used to relying on simply weren’t there
and those people couldn’t lead properly without all the systems in place. Most
ordinary folk wanted to get out of cities but they had nowhere else to go and
nothing to eat. After a while, people were dropping dead all over from
starvation but also from diseases picked up from bad water and there was no
antibiotics or anything to save us from conditions hardly anyone had died from
in hundreds of years. The cities were left to people who didn’t want to get out
or couldn’t but also that’s where a lot of the food was.”


“In my briefing I read about gangs taking over cities.”


“Gangs, right. I guess you could call them that.” Fraser turned
and spat on the frozen ground. “They did rule the cities, for years. Most of
them were driven out by hunger eventually and then they preyed on rural places
that kept growing food. Imagine you got a big farm and you’re growing acres of
corn and wheat and keeping cattle. How you going to defend it from fifty or a
hundred men with guns? And once those guys picked it clean, it’s no good
anymore. Right away there’s less food in the world. And on and on it went. Less
and less productive land, fewer and fewer farmers.”


“How did you survive?”


“It was like humanity descended into the jungle again, you know? The
East African savanna, half a million years ago, and only the strongest made it.
And that includes ideas as well as people.”


“What do you mean?”


“We’d been so pampered by our material abundance that we had grown
incredibly soft. Weak, really. And we were filled with weak ideas. Ideas that
can’t survive on the savanna.”


“Ideas like what?”


Fraser sighed. “Justice, when it was to be had at all, was swift,
and it was brutal. Transgressions were punished. Theft was punished by
banishment or even by mutilation, which was effectively a death sentence.
Assaults, rapes, murder, were all capital crimes. And you understand, I saw
these changes in whatever group I was with, under a number of different
leaders. No one sat and drew up a law code, not back then, but everyone
understood what was fair. Sympathy for criminals was in short supply. But at
the same time, groups grew to be incredibly close. Children became incredibly
precious, it was as though everyone understood for the first time just how
precious they were. And men became the protectors and leaders, mostly, while
women organized and ran the camps and looked after everyone.”


In his ear, Ram heard Flores curse. “Tell that backward son of a
bitch this woman right here is going to organize her fist right up his—”


Ram cut off her audio and screwed up his face. “Women can fight
just as well as men. I have two women on my team that have been fighting and
killing for thirty years or more and they’re as good as they come.”


“Yeah?” The mayor seemed unimpressed. “I assume they have genetic
alterations and bioaugmentations that enhance their combat ability?”


“Well, so do the men in my team.”


“Most of us civilians don’t have anything like that. And anyway, I
never said there were no women leaders. Just that our lives became focused on
violence and in the real world men understand violence better than women,
wouldn’t you agree?


“The real world? I don’t know much about the real world.”


Fraser nodded. “Don’t sweat it. I didn’t either.” He smiled and
looked up at the falling snow. “You know what else? I found myself believing in
God. My parents were atheists, my grandparents. Almost everyone I knew. And I
also know that religiousness is a trait that gets amplified in high-stress
environments and yet I found myself being drawn to people praying and I started
listening to sermons. All the while I was thinking, I’m just listening because
religiousness is a trait amplified by stress. Belief in God correlates with
unstable environments. And yet, here I am, standing before you a believer in
the Almighty. We have a church here and a priest and we pack it out every
Sunday. In fact, more than seventy percent of the people here are Catholic now,
like me, and I don’t believe many of them were believers before the invasion.”


“Well, that’s great.” Ram didn’t want to offend the man. “I just
don’t understand how you can know the biological cause of something and believe
in the divine at the same time.”


Fraser nodded. “God works in mysterious ways.” He grinned. “I’m
just teasing you but I can just feel this feeling now, inside me and all around
me, and even if it is purely an emergent property of some areas of my brain, I
feel it all the same. The words and the rituals and the prayer give me strength
and guidance. Without my faith, I wouldn’t have made it this far and I wouldn’t
be looking to the future with anything like the hope and joy I now feel. And I
thank God for that.”


Ram thought the guy sounded like a lunatic but he wasn’t about to
say anything that might insult him. “That’s great, really great. So, you made
it work here, that’s obvious. But these gangs still attack you?”


“We’ve been here a while now but they’ve had a go every year. You
see, the best time to raid a neighboring settlement is after harvest and before
winter, okay? All your stores are in. Animals slaughtered and preserved, all
the year’s work ready to be carried off. Some people don’t think they’re coming
this year. A lot of my friends and neighbors think our enemies have become
frightened of our walls and our firepower and they know enough to stay away
from now on.”


“And what do you think?”


“One of the reasons people follow me is that I hope for the best
and I plan for the worst. You want to know what I think? What I dread? They’re
taking so long because they’re bringing up some heavy ordinance.”


“Like artillery?”


He nodded. “We all heard stories about towns getting taken out by
army tanks and stuff like that. A lot of guys think it’s just rumor but I spoke
to three different people over the years who were in towns that were attacked
by armored vehicles.”


“How is that possible?”


“Lots of military hardware around the States and even in Canada.
You know how many people fantasize about finding and raiding old military
bases? I can understand the people that say the Hex wouldn’t allow tanks to go
driving around but we’ve moved big tracked vehicles around for hundreds of
miles, which must look like battle tanks from the air or from orbit and they’ve
never shown an interest in our excavators and backhoes. Sometimes I wonder if
they’re even watching any more. I mean, you guys made it to the surface and all
they send is one hopper and a Wayfinder. It’s like they lost all interest.”


“The Wayfinders, that’s what you call the guy in the robes? He’s a
human collaborator, right? What’s the deal with those guys? It seems like you
were familiar with him in some way, is that correct?”


Fraser sighed and stopped walking. They were at the corner of the
town where one road turned and led along the rear wall and another pointed
toward the center of town. “You want to see our church, Lieutenant? It’s going
to be another hour maybe before they clear that rubble out.”


In Ram’s ear, Stirling muttered a warning. “Is this guy hiding
something about those Wayfarers, those collaborators? Get him to tell you about
them, sir, don’t let him fob you off.”


“I’d love to see your church, Mayor Fraser.”


“Then follow me.”


They walked past a wide, single floored building with a series of
large doors right along the front. Two of the doors were open, revealing two
men working on a tracked vehicle with a long flatbed trailer to one side. 


“You operate trucks up here? Why?”


“We sought peace in remoteness but we can’t afford to be isolated
and our people travel to other towns to trade for stuff we can’t make here.
Medicines, especially. And we have to bring in huge amounts of timber for fuel
from the forest, hence the cat and the trailer there and the other trucks and
vehicles we operate.” He pointed to another open door where a man was covering
an ATV with a heavy tarp. More small vehicles were already covered.


“I have to say, Mayor Fraser, this place is amazing to me. If it
wasn’t for the solar panels, the vehicles, and some of the gear, I’d swear it
was three or four hundred years ago. Or more.” 


Fraser nodded, his eyes glinting. “Well, that’s exactly what I was
talking about before, Lieutenant. We’ve slipped into living this way because
this is a reaction to our environment. It’s a natural way of life that our
ancestors lived for thousands of years before we invented our way out of it.
And we never intended to build a medieval town or anything like that. Not at
all. Physical defense, functionality, and building materials dictate the layout
and the forms in just the same way that it did for the people who used to build
this way. And yet we have changed. My buddy Albert likes to say that all the
antisocial people were killed and only the agreeable folks like us survived
because we were stronger together in these groups. Maybe he’s right. But I know
that I am not the man I was. I’d never built anything larger than a circuit
board and I’d never even held a gun much less fired one. But the biggest change
has been in my character. This is the worst thing that’s ever happened to the
world and it’s very possible that everything I helped to build here gets
destroyed and that my children will not make it either and yet I know that this
is precisely how humans are supposed to live. It’s good for our souls.
Do you understand that?”


“No,” Ram said. “I’m sorry, not at all.”


Fraser shrugged with the easy confidence of a man who knows he’s
right, no matter what anyone else thinks. “Here’s our church.”


It was a plain building clad with white weatherboard, much like
many of the houses. “It’s very nice.”


“Do you have any experience with faith, Lieutenant?”


Ram cleared his throat. “I’m Indian, so Christianity wasn’t really
a big part of my upbringing.”


“God is for all of humanity, Lieutenant but I didn’t mean
Christianity specifically. Just any form of faith.”


Ram cleared his throat again. “It was never a part of my life. And
I never needed it.”


“Ah,” Fraser said, nodding. “I know exactly what you mean. Come on
inside.”


The ceiling was high above and light poured in from windows
running around below the roof as well as from a huge window at the far end. It
was white and bright and there were a couple of statues carved from wood and
painted here and there. Two rows of pews led his eyes to the front where there
was a table covered in a white cloth on a raised area. Ram realized it was the
first church he had ever been in. 


“It’s very… peaceful.”


“You seem uncomfortable.” Fraser grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m not
going to try to convert you. Do you know why I’m so proud of this church? It
represents civilization. For years, all we did was utilitarian. We needed weapons,
food and water, shelter. Fuel, power, warmth. Every time we moved to a new
place, found a new home, one of the first things we did was to set up solar
panels, charge batteries. There was always so much to do and in the snatched
moments in between fulfilling our physical needs, we prayed or listened to
sermons in the open air or in shelters. So few priests made it but the ones
that did were like the priests of old. Strong men, strong as iron, and tempered
by their faith. When we built this town, one of the first things we did, after
the walls, was to build this church so that we might tend to our spiritual
requirements, deepen our moral character, develop our civility. Strengthen each
of us and also our community.”


“Right,” Ram said. “That’s great. What can you tell me about the
collaborators who—” 


A deep voice echoed from the other end of the building. “You’re
unconvinced, Lieutenant.”


Ram turned to see a tall man with a big head over his priest’s
clothes coming toward him, smiling. He had a white collar and everything. 


“I’m convinced,” Ram said as the priest came close. “Religion
gives people strength, I don’t doubt it.”


“People,” the priest said looking up. “But not you?” He smiled and
held out his hand. “I’m Robert Yellowhair, nice to meet you, Rama Seti. Hey, I
remember when I saw you beat that alien, man, that was really something. Really
something.”


“Thanks, yeah it was something, alright. Nice to meet you, er,
Robert. The Mayor was just showing off your church.”


“We’re all very proud of it. I know I am. Before this, I hadn’t
even seen a church for almost six years. Not a proper one. It’s remarkable
what we’ve achieved here and even if it ends one day, I’ll give thanks for
every single day that we had here and for every service I’ve conducted under
this roof.”


“You really expect to be attacked again?”


The mayor and the priest exchanged a glance. “It’s inevitable, I’m
afraid,” Fraser said. “We’re as prepared as we can be. We’ve got a thousand
firearms inside these walls, hundreds of thousands of rounds of ammunition, a
small number of heavier weapons and explosives of various kinds. But could we fend
off a single battle tank? What if ten thousand men came screaming out of those
woods one night, with ropes and ladders?”


“Is that likely? Ten thousand attackers?”


“It’s happened in the lower forty-eight.”


Robert Yellowhair nodded. “That’s right.”


“We’ll fight with everything we have and we’ll make whoever
attacks us as sorry as they’ve ever been. But we have to be realistic.”


The priest folded his hands. “We spent years seeing camps and
towns fall, from attack or from divisions within spilling over into violence.
We’ve done everything in our power to make this community strong and stable.
Our people are making babies and we’re in this for the long haul but we must
not delude ourselves. The world is a dangerous place still. It will always be
dangerous while the evil Hex are on our planet.”


“Father Robert’s right.”


“I thought they left you alone?” Ram said. “And that it’s other
humans who are the danger?”


“That’s true,” Fraser said. “But the Hex don’t allow us to
establish order on a large scale and that’s why we’re fated to live in such a
violent world.”


“They don’t allow you to establish order?”


“A few times, we’ve seen or heard of large areas coming under someone’s
control. There was the New State of Washington about eight years ago and they
apparently had control of all the area that used to be the old state and even
beyond, into Oregon. They had a legislature and a governor and they started
clearing out the cities like Olympia and they were making headway into Seattle.
They had a police force although they were more like a military force than they
were in the old days, just rounding up the gangs and killing them rather than
passing them on to somewhere else.”


“Sounds brutal.”


“If you give people a choice between brutal and chaos or brutal
and order, what do you reckon they’ll choose?” Fraser said. “Everyone loved
hearing what was happening. I was thinking of going down there.”


“We all were,” Father Robert said. 


“What happened to the New State of Washington?” Ram asked. 


“The Hex came with aircraft and ground troops and just started
killing. They flattened the whole of Olympia, destroyed every building, killed
everybody. With other cities, other towns, they were less thorough. Killed as
many of the police as possible, though, and then they left.”


“They just wiped out the state government?” Ram asked. 


“The Hex want us in chaos. They want us disorganized
because we’re no threat to them like this.”


“It wasn’t just Washington,” Father Robert said. “I heard other
states were getting back on their feet before the Hex kicked them down again.
Even L.A. got hit, if you can believe that.”


“Why wouldn’t I believe that?”


“After the invasion, Los Angeles was basically the worst place in
North America. All that city, all those people, just turning on each other.
Gangs claiming territory in endless warfare. Every now and then we’d meet
someone who’d gotten out of it and we heard how the gangs were getting fewer
but bigger until there was just one group in control of basically all the
inhabited parts of the city. I’m sure their order was brutally enforced but it
was order of a sort, over hundreds of thousands of survivors. For a while.”


“The Hex attacked L.A.?”


“Small towns are okay, seems like, even a few thousand inhabitants
strong but we’re scared to form into any sort of confederations or anything, in
case they come for us, too.”


“But how do they know?” Ram asked. “I thought you said you weren’t
monitored all that closely?”


“They have satellites, we know that, and they have aerial
reconnaissance I’m sure, but they wouldn’t understand what we were up to at all
without the God damned Wayfinders. Sorry, Father.”


“It’s alright, Ewan, they are damned by God. They are traitors to
God and to their people and they will know no salvation while they serve those
unholy monsters.”


“Why do they do it?” 


Fraser rubbed his brow before answering. “For a very long time, we
were entirely ignorant of their existence. We’d heard that the Hex abducted a
lot of people rather than kill them and there were all kinds of rumors about what
they wanted with us.”


Father Robert nodded and checked off his fingers. “Science
experiments, sexual slavery, fights to the death for entertainment, and for
meat, were the main ones I heard.”


“Maybe all that’s true, we have no idea but we do know that some
were being indoctrinated,” Fraser said. “And eventually released. Sneaking back
into the population. Some reporting back on what we were doing, what we were
thinking. Others were like agitators, you know? Stirring up trouble, sowing
seeds of doubt and misinformation.”


Father Robert’s face was grim. “And others were proselytizing.”


“They were what?”


“Attempting to convert humans to the Hex religion.”


“And what is the Hex religion? In my briefing it said they worship
the Orbs? How does that work?”


“In my professional opinion?” Father Robert said. “It’s purely
satanic.”


“Right,” Ram replied. “Okay.”


“We don’t know all that much,” Fraser said. “We think that they
consider the Orbs to be sentient. The race that we call the Orb Builders
reached a higher plane of existence through technological development and were
enlightened, I guess. They became the Orbs, somehow.”


“You can see how the Hex might believe this and you can see it
might be an attractive thought to the weak-minded,” Father Robert said. “After
all, isn’t it what we’ve been doing for hundreds of years?”


“What’s that?” 


“Worshiping technology.”


Ram scratched his nose. “Is it worship? Or is it deep appreciation
for the things that technology has done for us?” 


“Anything that takes us further from our salvation is bad for us
as individuals and for our communities. And that is what all our high
technology does for us, deep appreciation or not. The Hex and their converts worship
technology as if it was God. They believe the Orbs created all life in the
galaxy, not God.”


“Right,” Ram said. “And that’s what these guys in the robes are
selling to people?”


“There’s more to it than that but most people are wise to it now
and when someone starts down that road, generally they get rounded up and put a
stop to. Last few years, we don’t see Wayfinders at all unless they’re
surrounded by Hex guards.”


“Wayfinders? That’s what you call them? Why?”


“That’s what they call themselves,” Fraser said. 


“In English, at least,” Father Robert said. “In Spanish they call
themselves Los Pioneros, which means pioneers, you know? Like
pathfinders. I heard from one of my cousins, come up from Arizona, they were
calling themselves nah-e-thlai which means something like a guide.
Probably they’re doing the same all over the world, telling the Chinese and the
Indians and the Japanese the same nonsense. But whatever they call themselves
and whatever they call their religion and their false gods, what they’re
preaching is evil. It’s to betray the human race and go over to the Hex.”


“But no one does that, do they?”


“Some people fall to temptation.”


“What are they tempted by? What happens?”


“They get somewhere safe to live, with plenty of food and all the
rest.”


“What, there are Hex-run cities?”


Fraser shrugged. “We don’t know for sure that these people get
what is promised but yes, we’ve seen people convert and then the Hex take them
away.”


“So they’re bribing them?” Ram asked. 


“Exactly,” Father Robert said. “It is the temptation of earthly
rewards. It’s selling your soul. As I said, it is satanic.”


“They took some people and made them these Wayfinders. Why not
just round everyone up and indoctrinate all of us?” Ram said. “What’s the
difference?”


“We think that they want willing participants. They want people to
decide for themselves. The Wayfinders claim they can’t force people, just open
their eyes to the truth.”


“But it’s just desperate people doing whatever they have to in
order to survive,” Ram said. 


“There’s still a choice,” Fraser said. “The Wayfinders come around
every now and then and ask to speak to us. We always say no and they leave.
We’re a solid community here, guarded by our faith. There’s plenty of easier
prey out there in the world.”


The priest nodded meaningfully at Ram. “Atheists.”


“Oh yeah? What’s wrong with atheists?”


“Nothing at all,” Fraser said, smoothly. 


“They are metaphysically vulnerable,” Father Robert said, ignoring
the mayor. “Some wise souls like Ewan here learn to embrace Christ. Those that
do not are as powerless to indoctrination as babies are to a threshing
machine.”


“Well,” Ram said, patting the stock of his weapon, which was as
big as the priest. “Luckily for me I have my own threshing machine right here
and it can mow down Hex like wheat at harvest time.”


“You sound angry, Lieutenant,” Father Robert said. 


“I’m not angry,” Ram replied. “But you should be.”


“I should? At who?”


“All of you. Angry at the Hex and at the traitors who have
betrayed us.”


Father Robert shrugged. “I forgive them.”


Fraser nodded. 


“Why have you forgiven them?” Ram was incredulous. “They don’t
deserve it, whatever their reasons.”


The priest and the mayor glanced at each and Father Robert
replied. “Forgiveness isn’t about whether they are worthy to receive your
forgiveness but whether you are strong enough to grant it.”


“That sounds great and all but what does it mean in practice?”


“Isn’t it obvious? It means if you truly forgive someone it frees
you from the weight of holding it. Whether they or anyone else knows about it
isn’t necessarily important. It’s about you, not them.”


Ram did not know what to say. Just then, his ear crackled and
Cooper spoke, the sound of drills hammering in the background. “We’re through
here, sir, and the rubble is almost cleared. Shall I start to unlock it or do
you want me to wait?”


“Hold for me, Cooper, I’m coming now.” Ram smiled down at the
mayor and the priest. “Thank you, gentlemen, I appreciate the information.
We’re almost ready to attempt entry. There’s no booby traps or deadly gas or
anything like that but it’s probably a sensible precaution if you move all your
people away from that quarter of the town, just to be on the safe side.” 


“Alright, I’ll see to it.”


Ram had one more look at the church before he left it. He did not
feel the presence of a god or anything like that but it did feel incredibly
peaceful and calming inside. It made him breathe more deeply and he almost
wished he could stay longer. When he noticed the priest watching him with a
small smile on his face, Ram turned and made his way back to the tower. 


Soon, Ram stood in the doorway to the ground floor of the tower
while Cooper bent to the center of the steel hatch and tapped in the codes on
his handheld device. It pinged, audibly, and Cooper tapped in something else in
response.


“That’s it,” Cooper muttered and stepped back out of the way.
Motors whirred under the hatch and slowly it hinged up, screeching as the edges
ground against pea gravel and pieces of rock rumbled as they slid down.
Underneath, it was black as deep space but only for a moment, before lights
flickered on. 


“What is that?” Stirling said, watching through Ram’s feed. 


“It’s an elevator,” Ram replied. “Alright, everyone, assembled on
me. We’re going in.”
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“I don’t want to divide the team,” Ram said to Stirling on the
command channel, “but I don’t want to end up stuck down there, either.”


“You think the locals might be hostile?”


“No, no,” Ram said. “But we don’t know them. They seem like decent
enough people, I guess, but by their own admission, they’ve seen some shit.
Only the most ruthless have survived this long, they said it themselves. If it
came down to it, they’d choose their community over us in a second.”


“Course they would,” Stirling said. “Anyone would.”


“Exactly. So, you and Fury stay up here and keep an eye on things.
Keep Red out of sight, if you can. The outpost is shielded so I doubt our comms
will work but if you need to, you could send Fury down on the elevator.”


“I was thinking I could wrap a note around a rock and toss it down
the shaft.”


“Don’t do that.”


“What about Red?” Stirling asked. “You really want to leave him up
here?”


Ram looked around before answering. Neither of them were
comfortable with Red being in the team, even though Cooper, Fury, and Flores
had confirmed the wheeler had proved himself in multiple missions in previous
years. 


“I’d rather not leave him on the surface but I don’t want to take
him down there, either. I know he’s an ally but this is supposed to be one of
the top military research sites we have. I just…”


“I know, sir. It’s just that he freaks out the natives.”


“He freaks you out, you mean.”


“That he does. You too, sir.”


Me most of all. 


“The others seem to trust him,” Ram said, meaning Cooper, Flores,
and Fury. “But the way he talks about the Hex, I don’t know how much we can
rely on him to hold his fire if we need him to, you know?”


“Alright, sir, I’ll bear it in mind. Good luck. Don’t take too
long.”


“That clock’s ticking down in the corner of my eye every second.
I’ll get the weapon as quickly as I can, drag it back up in the elevator, and
we’ll be on our way to the launch site.”


“Hope it’s not too big.”


Ram pointed at the hatch. “Can’t be bigger than the elevator.”


“That’s true.” Stirling winced and shook his left arm, flexing his
fingers.


“You okay, Sergeant?” 


“Just aches and pains. I’m fine. Just not fighting fit. I’ll be
alright.”


“Get some rest, if you can, while I’m gone.”


Cooper and Flores went down the short flight of steps into the
elevator and Ram followed. It was a steel base with low safety railings around
the sides and a gate that let them in. A panel on the opposite side blinked at
them and Cooper bent over it.


“Well, Cooper?” Ram asked. “Do we need a code or—”


The elevator lurched and motors underfoot whirred, dropping them
down into the shaft. A red light on the panel barely provided enough
illumination to see the rock walls of the shaft passing by them, going faster
with every moment.


“How deep is the outpost?” Flores asked.


“Don’t know,” Cooper replied. 


Ram checked his suit’s accelerometer in time to see it pass 10
meters per second and keep going. “We’re getting up some speed here.”


“Is this right?” Flores asked, an edge of panic in her voice as
the elevator rumbled with increasing intensity. “Fifteen meters per second?
Eighteen? Are we in free fall?”


“No, it’s fine. We’re okay,” Ram said, though he had a moment of
terror bubbling up in his guts before the speed came down again. “See, we’re
decelerating already.”


After 64 seconds of descent, the elevator slowed to a stop. It
came out in a rock-cut chamber that had a massive blast door in front of it
with a red light on top. The door was fully three meters tall and four wide.
Ram’s suit said they had descended 658 meters.


“That’s deep, right, we’re super deep?” Flores said. “How deep are
mines?”


“No idea,” Ram said, approaching the door. 


“Some are four thousand meters, I think,” Cooper said. “Are you
claustrophobic, Flores?”


“Course not,” she snapped. “Just don’t want to die buried beneath
the earth.”


“Sounds like claustrophobia to me.”


“Alright, that’s enough,” Ram said. They were both nervous but Ram
was on edge too and their panicked banter was only making it worse. “Cooper,
how do we open this?”


“The intel just had the codes and interface for the hatch. There’s
nothing for down here.”


Shit.


“Well, try it again, will you?”


“Same codes? Yes, sir.” 


He stepped up to the door but before he could do anything the
light overhead changed from red to green and began flashing and Cooper jumped
back. A deep boom sounded and air rushed around them as the door swung slowly
inward. Ram kept one hand near the grip of his sidearm as he walked through
into a huge airlock lined in steel, with the others coming in behind him. The
outer door swung shut and the inner one in front of them stayed closed. 


“Come on, come on,” Flores muttered.


“It’s just got to equalize the pressure,” Cooper said.


“I know that,” Flores snapped. 


“Maybe it’s scanning us,” Ram said. “Making sure we’re the good
guys.”


“Hey, Flores,” Cooper said. “What would you do if the other door
never opens and we’re stuck in here forever?”


“I don’t know. Wait until I was dying of thirst and then blow my
brains out. You?”


“Same.”


“Sir?”


“I’d do whatever I had to in order to break out,” Ram said, “or
die trying.”


The inner door flashed a green light and swung open. Ram hadn’t
known what to expect. Part of him was hoping to discover a slick weapons
platform of some kind, ready to go. But he thought it was more likely to be a
warehouse where they’d have to hunt down a series of crates and lug them to the
surface. That or an innovative explosive device of some kind and he would be
stuck riding a weird bomb up the elevator, across the surface, and into space. 


Instead, the door opened to a well-lit reception area. A perfectly
ordinary room with white and gray painted walls, strip lights above, a low reception
desk and two rows of chairs along two walls. A corridor led away from the
reception room.


Standing directly in front of them was a slightly built young
woman in a white lab coat with a remarkably pretty, smiling face.


“Welcome to Outpost Omega,” she said. “Please, step inside and
make yourselves comfortable. My name is R1 and I am Dr Monash’s assistant. Can
I do anything for you while you wait?”


Ram looked at his team members who stared back at him. 


Deciding he should probably be polite, Ram took his helmet off
before answering. “My name is Lieutenant Seti, and this is Cooper and this is
Flores. Did you say your name was R1? Are you an Artificial Person?”


She smiled wider. Her teeth were perfect. “That is correct. My
name is R1 and I am an Artificial Person, Lieutenant Seti.”


“What is this place?”


A small frown creased her forehead. “It is the Omega Program
outpost operated by Dr Jacob Monash. Can you confirm why you are here?”


“Right, I see,” Ram replied. “We are here to collect a weapon and
remove it to… another location. Do you know anything about that?”


“A weapon? I understand, of course,” the young AP woman said,
relaxing and smiling once more. “Dr Monash and I have been working to ensure…
the weapon is prepared for transportation.”


“You have? That’s great but how did you know?”


Her smile fell and the faint frown returned. “The schedule is the
schedule.”


Ram hesitated and nodded slowly. “You’re right, the schedule is
the schedule. So, we should wait here while the doctor brings the weapon here?”


“When Dr Monash is ready, I will escort you to him.”


“How long will that be, do you think?”


“Dr Monash will be as quick as it is possible to be.”


“Great, alright.” Ram turned to the others. “Make yourselves
comfortable, people.”


“Can I get you any refreshments?” the attractive young woman
asked. 


“No, we’re fine, thank you. So, I call you R1?” She nodded,
smiling. “Alright, R1, how long have you been down here?”


She tilted her head. “In one form or another, I have been working
in the outpost for eighteen years and two months.”


“God, that’s since before the Hex invasion. People have been
working here that long?”


“Of course,” R1 said. “The program that established Outpost Omega
and the others like it was initiated when the new Orb Station Alpha was detected.
UNOP expected that we would be facing a new xenobiological enemy requiring
unique approaches for analysis and ultimately weapons development.”


“How many of you work here?”


“The current workforce of the outpost consists of myself and Dr Monash.”


“What happened to everybody else?”


She did not hesitate. “Sixteen APs were destroyed in workplace
accidents, eighteen APs were euthanized due to the effects of accumulated
physical degeneration, three were euthanized for repeated disobedience. One
human committed suicide, fourteen humans died in workplace accidents, one was
murdered and one was executed as punishment for committing murder.”


“My god, what the hell happened here?”


R1 nodded gravely. “The work has been challenging.”


“This is a weapons research facility?”


There was only a moment’s hesitation. “Dr Monash will explain
everything that you need to know.”


“Alright,” Ram said. “But I don’t really need to know anything, I
guess. I just need to get the weapon and get out of here.”


R1’s face clouded over for a moment and she stared through Ram
before focusing on him and smiling. “Dr Monash will see you now. Please, follow
me.”


R1 led them deeper into the outpost. Everything was clean with the
concrete walls painted a bright white but with very little else on them other
than small signs in stenciled lettering. These labeled rooms or pointed toward
others, naming dozens of labs, workshops, quarters, plant rooms. Ram was
surprised to find the corridors wide enough for three of them to walk abreast
and tall enough for him to walk upright and still have plenty of headroom.
Large doors in the walls were left closed and they turned off down one branch
and then another. There was a constant hum of machinery but very little else
other than the sound of their footsteps on the concrete floors. Through it all,
Ram had the sense of a truly enormous place, spreading out deep underground for
who knew how far in every direction.


Behind him, he heard Cooper mutter to Flores. “You ever see a
smoking hot AP like her before, Flores?”


She scoffed. “Try to keep it in your pants, Cooper.”


“I’m serious.”


She ignored him.


Passing dozens of rooms, Ram tried to work out what kind of
facility it was by reading the signs but there were so many that he gave up.
Analytics Labs 1 -9, Quality Lab 4, Biosafety Lab 6 Containment Lvl 4, WARNING
Cleanroom Lvl 2 authorized access only. They turned into another corridor and
R1 tapped a code into a panel to unlock the door, over which it said CLINICAL
WING. The doors off the corridor were different, with windows in most, and Ram
peered in as they walked by. The signs started to make him feel nauseated.
Pathology, Serology, Histology, Virology, Bacteriology and whole series that
said Molecular Biology.


“Oh shit,” Cooper said. 


“What is it?” Ram asked. 


“I just realized something,” he replied. “This is going to be a
biological weapon, isn’t it.”


“We said it might be a possibility.”


“I know but still. Do you think that’s what they’re going to do?
Release a virus that targets hex biology?”


“If it is,” Flores said, “you know it’ll only kill the Hex, right?
So don’t worry about it.”


“Yeah, right,” Cooper said. “Biological weapons are totally safe
and they’re bound to work just how they’re supposed to. You know viruses
mutate, right?”


They turned into yet another wing, and Ram began to wonder even
more about what the hell was going on. Incubator Lab 1 - 12, Synthamniotics
Production Lab. A sign pointing down a separate corridor brought him to a stop.
He pointed at it. 


“That says Subject Creche,” he said. “This might be a dumb
question, but does that mean a creche for subjects? Subjects as in artificial
persons? You’re raising them from birth? Is that for testing? What are you
making here?”


R1 smiled. “Dr Monash will explain everything to you. We are almost
at the hall.”


“Hall?” Ram said. “What hall?”


But R1 had already turned and walked away and she did not reply or
stop and so Ram and the others hurried to catch up with her. Just a few doors
away, she turned and knocked on a door. It had DR JACOB MONASH printed on the
glass.


“Enter!” A high pitched male voice inside called out. 


R1 pushed open the door, stepped inside and held it open. Ram
ducked inside to a large laboratory, all white with steel benches and medical
machines all around.


A thin man who appeared to be in his fifties turned and came
toward them. He had dark hair and dark eyes but his skin had a sickly pale and
yellow-green color to it. 


“I’m here, I’m here,” Dr Monash said, rushing closer with a smile
on his face and a hand outstretched, his creased lab coat flapping open behind
him. “I’m working as fast as I can but there is so much to do, so much.
Welcome, my friends, welcome. You are so very welcome, Mr. Seti. You don’t know
what a joy it is for me to meet you like this, I honestly never expected I
would get the chance and I am overjoyed that it is you who has come. Rather
appropriate in fact, don’t you think? Well, we’re almost ready, just making
sure we have everything we could possibly need.” He waved a hand back the way
he had come where a screen filled with data glowed over a bench. “Getting all
the data, of course, so very much of it, years and years of data. But also
everything else as you can see.” Dr Monash pointed at stacks of crates by the
door. 


“This is what we need to take with us?” Ram asked. 


“Why yes. It’s not a problem, is it? I’m afraid it’s quite
necessary. There are a number of substances and interface equipment that we
just cannot do without. Or rather, I would not like our chances much if we did
not have them with us because as I understand it the ship is not going to have
a fully equipped laboratory on board, is that right?”


Ram nodded slowly. “That’s right.”


“Ah, well, perfectly understandable, after all, we are on a war
footing, are we not?”


“I’m sorry, Doctor, but is this the weapon?” Ram pointed at
the stacks of crates, assuming that the biological weapons material was
somewhere within. 


Dr Monash screwed his face up. “Is it what? The weapon?
What in the world do you mean? No, of course not, how could it be?”


“I don’t know, Doctor, they didn’t tell us anything.”


“They didn’t tell you… you mean they told you nothing? You
don’t know why you are here?”


“We know we are here to extract a weapon to a nearby launch site.
We are on a schedule so it’s best that we get moving. Looks like with this
gear, plus the weapon, we’ll be needing multiple trips on the elevator so we
should move right along and then we’ll get out of your hair.”


Dr Monash frowned and then smiled a confused smile, looking at R1
and back to Ram. “Out of my hair? But we are coming with you, Ram.”


“Er, there’s nothing about that in the orders, Doctor, I’m
afraid.”


“Well, if there’s nothing about us in them then it means we can
come along.”


“We’ll have to calculate the overall mass for the launch vehicle
because if we’re too heavy then we won’t make the—”


Doctor Monash’s genial manner vanished. “Listen, Rama Seti, I
assure you that we are absolutely necessary. There is no point in doing any of
this, any of it, unless I attend personally. You might as well kill me and
destroy this place and kill yourselves while you’re at it because without me
then humanity is never going to get our homeland back, ever, do you understand
me? Or did you lose general brain function during your previous consciousness
transfer?” 


Ram looked at Cooper and Flores who stared at the doctor with
expressions somewhere between shock, amusement, and scorn. 


“So you’re necessary for operating the weapon, is what you’re
saying?” Ram asked. “And R1 here also?”


Dr Monash breathed a sigh. “That is precisely what I am saying. I
apologize for speaking so sharply but you must understand I have been working
down here, without rest, for almost twenty years. Twenty! And this is the most
important work being undertaken anywhere in the solar system. Or in the Cancri
System for that matter. And without me there to oversee everything, it will all
be for nothing. Nothing!”


“Alright, I hear you, Doctor. Don’t worry, we’ll get you on board
with the weapon. I’ll stay behind on the surface myself if we have a weight
issue.”


“Oh no,” Dr Monash said. “No, I need you also. Almost as much as I
need myself and Doctor… my assistant. My assistant who is an AP called R1. No,
you may leave every member of your… squad or whatever you call it on the surface
for all I care but you must come with us yourself.”


“Me, why?”


“Because you have combat experience, Mr. Seti!”


“Each member of my team has more combat experience than me, by a
long way. If you don’t include Avar, which, of course, you can’t. So, if it’s
combat experience you need, I’m afraid I’ll have to recommend Sergeant Stirling
who is currently above us on the surface. Or Private Fury, I think she’s about
fifty years old now and she’s been fighting for decades.”


Dr Monash stared with his mouth open. “Not that sort of combat
experience, you damned fool. Perhaps they did damage your brain after all. When
was your last psychometric testing carried out, Mr. Seti? Did they test your
cognitive function and make any measurement or estimate your g factor?”


Ram frowned. “What sort of combat experience do you want? Avar
experience? What sort of weapon is this? Is it psychological?”


Dr Monash sighed, holding his head in one hand. “Damn UNOP for
their idiocy. They really told you nothing, didn’t they. You don’t
understand at all, do you. Come with me, come on.” He pushed by Ram and
the others, heading for the door. “Come on, come this way, please.”


He stomped out into the corridor and disappeared, his feet echoing
while he muttered to himself. 


Ram looked at his team, who shrugged and followed the man out. 


Standing back, R1 smiled. “After you, Mr. Seti.”


“Just you two down here now, right? He must be fun to work with.”


She stopped smiling. “No, he is not fun. Not pleasant at all, in
fact. But he is brilliant, in his own way, and he is necessary, so we must put
up with his abrasiveness as best we can.”


“Alright, I’ll do my best. No promises, though.” It brought her
smile back and he indicated the door. “After you, please, R1. Lead the way.”


They did not have to go far before they found Dr Monash standing
by two large doors that filled the end of the corridor from floor to ceiling
and wall to wall.


“In here,” he said, smiling and proud, before pushing a button on
the corridor wall. Air hissed and rushed, with a hot, humid atmosphere pouring
into the corridor.


The doors swung inward to reveal an enormous space beyond, poorly
lit but clearly vast.


The walls and floor and ceiling were dark and light was filtering
evenly from everywhere and nowhere at once. Ram’s heart started racing even
before he realized what it reminded him of. The air was warm and wet and
smelled odd but it was otherwise incredibly familiar. 


Coming from inside, a rhythmic banging echoed all around, like a
machine pounding something large. 


Ram followed Dr Monash inside, almost in a daze caused by wonder
and apprehension and overwhelming memory.


“You’ve made a replica orb arena?” Ram said, raising his voice
over the pounding noise. 


Dr Monash waved a hand as he turned and approached the near corner
where a wide line of screens shielded what was happening beyond. “Well, a
simulacrum of an orb arena. As you can see by the squareness of the walls, the
dimensions are in fact dissimilar and overall far smaller. Especially the
height of the ceiling because two hundred meters is entirely unnecessary. But
the engineers otherwise did their best to reflect the arena dimensions. We
don’t always have the pools filled with water but the atmosphere is closely
controlled. Watch out for any symptoms related to oxygen toxicity. You see we
have screened off certain sections for reasons of privacy. Follow me, follow
me.”


“Sorry, Doctor Monash, what symptoms of oxygen toxicity should we
watch out for?”


“Oh, you’ll be fine,” the doctor said, waving a hand in the air as
he rounded a wide section of screening. “And, here we are.”


He led them around one end of the screens. Beyond, taking up a
corner of the hall, was something like living quarters combined with a
gymnasium. There was a huge bed against the black wall with a side table and a
shelving unit with personal effects. And there were rows of exercise equipment,
weightlifting machines, as well as combat dummies. There was even an enormous
Avar chair, drawing Ram’s eye. Everything was oversized. 


The pounding noise was coming from a man who crouched over a dummy
on the floor, that he was punching with massive, swinging blows, over and over
again with perfect regularity. Each impact was powerful, booming as the dummy
took the strikes of the huge fists pummeling it.


Those fists were gigantic and the arms that swung up and down were
long and bony. 


“Henry!” Dr Monash shouted. “Henry!”


The pounding stopped, one fist raised. The chest of the man heaved
in and out, taking in vast breaths. 


Without speaking, the man turned and stood in one fluid motion.
Ram wasn’t sure if Flores or Cooper gasped or if it was he who had done so but
the man was taller than Ram and approaching three meters in height. But where
Ram was bulky, the man in front of them was thin, with incredibly long and thin
limbs. Each joint seemed oversized and his hands and feet were huge, with
massive knuckles.


He was wearing a tight leotard over his entire body but his arms
were bare. The waist was very narrow but the muscles of his abdomen were bulging
even through the fabric and his muscles everywhere were dense and rippling
under the skin, as if he had almost no body fat. The gigantic man’s pale skin
had a yellow-green hue and his hair was black, cut very short. His face was the
most ordinary thing about him, and his features were strong, handsome even,
though overly bony with a thick jaw and prominent eyebrow ridges. 


“Henry, dear boy, these are the nice people who are going to take
us out of here shortly.” Dr Monash grinned. “Come on, son, don’t be shy, say hello
to everybody.”


The giant named Henry bobbed his head and smiled a lopsided,
sheepish smile. When he spoke, his voice was deep and the words came out
quickly with no pauses between them. “Hello, everybody, nice to meet you.”


“Doctor?” Ram said, pointing at him. “Is that… is he...?”


“Yes! Quite right. The purpose of your mission, Lieutenant. My
friends, please meet Henry. The weapon who will win us back the Earth!”
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“The weapon?” Ram said. “Henry is the weapon? The weapon is him?
This guy?”


The doctor frowned. “Why, yes, of course. Of course it is him.”


“He’s going to fight in the arena? He’s going to fight on Orb
Station Alpha?”


Henry grinned and bobbed his head, looking at him and the others
with an excited expression in his eyes.


“Yes, precisely.” Dr Monash planted his hands on his hips. “He
must fight on Orb Station Alpha, he simply must. And you are the one who is
going to get him there. That is your purpose. Were you not briefed?”


“They never said what the weapon was,” Ram admitted. “We thought…
I assumed it would be a biological weapon, something to use on the Hex for a
counterattack, for the reconquest of Earth. I never thought it would be a
genetically engineered subject.”


“Well, we are due, Lieutenant, are we not? It has been almost
nine years since the last combat was lost, and eighteen since the one before
and so we are due for our next combat on Orb Station Alpha. But after two utter
failures, this time, it will be different.” Monash grinned, his narrow chest
puffed with pride as he looked at the giant Henry.


“But that’s just it,” Ram said. “The combat is this year. Even
assuming we can get you out of here, there’s not enough time to reach the Orb.”


Cooper cleared his throat. “The Hereward, sir. It’s the
fastest human ship ever built.”


Flores nodded. “That’s what they said. And I believe it. My family
built part of it in the new shipyards around Ganymede. It has a small crew
ring, a huge power generation and propulsion core, and a larger ring which was
closed off and its purpose classified. Now I’m guessing it’s meant for training
and for the staff of Outpost Omega.”


Monash clapped his hands, beaming. “There you are, then! How
delightful. Fastest human ship ever built, there you are. Hear that, Henry?
Hear that, R1? What did I tell you? All in the plan. You doubted the new
schedule but I knew all would be well, what did I tell you? They have the
fastest human ship ever built and it has a Project Omega ring all ready for us.
Come on, what did I tell you?”


R1 smiled with her mouth only. “That’s right, Doctor, you did.”


“There was a new schedule?” Ram asked her. 


“An encrypted message ten months ago,” R1 said. “When our original
evacuation deadline was passed without a team to escort us.”


Doctor Monash pointed at her while addressing Ram. “She wanted us
to evacuate on our own! Only a few miles walk, across the surface, she said. We
don’t need any babysitters, she said. Well, lucky I’m the one in charge, isn’t
it, my dear? Otherwise everything would have been utterly ruined. And then we received
the updated deadline and it’s here! You are here. And the time is now. We
really must be off, my friends. Are you ready, Henry? You’re going to have a
shower, aren’t you? I think you should, my boy, we’re going to be in close
proximity with you for quite some time and none of us have any interest in
breathing in your overpowering unwashed stench, alright? So be sure to do that
Henry, do you hear me?”


Henry glanced at everyone in the hall with something like
embarrassment. “Alright, Doctor Monash, I will do that, of course, no problem.”


“So this is the only subject?” Ram said, pointing at the giant
humanoid figure. Henry stared back at him with a friendly but somewhat blank
expression. “Our one shot?”


The doctor blew through pursed lips, glancing at R1 beside Ram.
“There were more. Many, many more. But these things are incredibly complex,
just incredibly complex in ways that would take far too long to explain, if any
explanation is even necessary. But yes, in summary, yes, our dear Henry is the
last and best and only hope for humanity and for a free Earth.”


“Okay, I understand that this is the only subject you have here in
Outpost Omega. It’s just him, just us, and we’re getting him and you on to the Hereward?”
Ram sighed and shook his head. “Isn’t there any other backup, though? Maybe
somewhere else? What if something goes wrong with Henry? No offense, Henry.”


Henry shrugged his great, bony shoulders then looked away, as if
he was bored. Or perhaps worried.


Dr Monash huffed. “Well, I’m afraid I don’t know about what’s
happening with other programs and other ships and missions, I just don’t know.
There were many separate teams in separate programs working to develop arena
champions but for reasons of operational security they were isolated in their
own outposts. Perhaps one or more of them has also produced subjects and
perhaps they are on the way to Orb Station Alpha also, I simply do not know.
But what I do know is that Henry is the most perfect physical specimen
we ever created here, or anywhere for that matter, and I am certain he will
prove able to defeat the enemy champion. Isn’t that right, Henry?”


Henry bobbed his head and grinned. “It is, Doctor Monash. No
problem.”


Ram stared at him, still staggered by the man’s bizarre body and
realized he had been rude. “Henry, I’m sorry for not greeting you properly. I
was just surprised by the situation. Anyway, I’m Rama Seti and it’s nice to
meet you.”


He stepped forward and held out his hand. Henry stared at it,
blankly, and then at Ram. 


Dr Monash sighed. “I’m sorry, we haven’t ever had to introduce
Henry to anybody new. Henry, this is what we call a handshake. It’s a kind of
greeting, like saying hello to someone but doing it physically. Watch me, like
this.” Monash turned and held his hand out to Flores who scowled but shook his
hand. “You see?”


“Oh, alright, I see now and I will replicate that behavior with
Rama Seti,” Henry said, speaking the very moment Monash stopped and his words
emerging quickly but with perfect clarity. 


When Henry moved closer, it was both fast and smooth. Henry’s
limbs were long and yet he moved with a speed that defied his size. His giant
fist was larger than Ram’s suit gauntlet, and he felt the strength of Henry’s
grip even through the armor. “Whoa, easy, Henry. No need to squeeze, okay?”


“Oh, sorry,” Henry said, smiling sheepishly as he dropped Ram’s
hand. Even his facial expressions were fast, his smile darting out and back and
his eyes flicking.  


“No problem. So, you’re the weapon, are you?”


“That’s right.” Henry’s grin widened.


“And you’re going to defeat the Hex champion in the arena.”


“I am.”


“How?”


Henry shrugged, his shoulders jerking up and down. “It’s my
destiny.”


“Destiny?”


Monash laughed, nervously. “What else would one call it? From
years before his birth, Henry has been designed to be the perfect physical
counter to the Hex.”


“He’s an Artificial Person?”


“No, no. Not at all. Henry is unique. The APs are designed with
functions that limit their abilities, placing blocks on their mental
development and often on their physical development. Henry here is not like
that at all. He has been crafted to be more than human.”


“So, he’s not human.”


“Of course he’s human! A unique human. The most unique human ever
made. We sculpted him entirely from extant human genomes with just a little
light editing to make things work… Anyway, he’s human.”


“Alright? He’s human enough for the orbs to let him in to fight
for us? I mean, do you know if he’s going to be able to get through the
smokescreen to fight inside the—”


“We are not amateurs here, Mr. Seti. We are the very best that
there are. We do not make basic mistakes. He’s human. And you, Lieutenant, are
now nothing more than a soldier. And when you were a subject, you were nothing
but a cog in the machine.”


Ram shrugged. “Tip of the spear, really.”


Henry gaped. “You are really that Rama Seti? The actual Rama Seti,
the actual one who beat the wheelhunter champion on Orb Station Zero back in
the old days?”


Ram smiled. “That’s me.”


“Well, Henry,” Monash said, “if we wish to be completely accurate
about this and frankly why would we be anything else, the real Rama Seti
died in the arena and they imprinted his mind into the brain of one of his
line’s clones. And that clone suffered such extensive battle damage that it was
largely regrown, along with brain tissue and kept in stasis. I assume this man
before us is that same clone with the original mind patterns overlaid onto its
brain. So, this is not precisely the same Rama Seti but it is a close
approximation and as good as we’re going to get. I’m sure you feel the urge to
speak to him about your own destiny in the orb but I’m afraid it will not help
you, as his adversary was an entirely different species to your own. Now, we
must complete our preparations for departure. Please have a shower, Henry,
gather your personal effects, and get your gear on. You, too, please R1, finish
your preparations as agreed. Come, come!” Monash turned on his heel and strode
out of the hall.


Ram turned to R1. “A minute ago he said he wanted me for my combat
experience and now he’s saying I can’t help because it was against wheelers.”


R1 sighed. “I apologize on his behalf. I am sure he just wants to
keep Henry away from your direct experience. He can be remarkably protective of
his own authority. But we do need you. The truth is, your expertise will
be an incredible boon for this program. And one thing he was not lying about is
the need to depart very shortly.” She inclined her head and followed the doctor
out of the hall.


Ram looked at Cooper and Flores who stared back. Ram had a knot in
his guts at the thought that he was not the real Rama Seti. But he had faced
such thoughts before and although they filled him with a profound existential
dread, there was nothing he could do to change things and thinking about it
only made the dread worse. So, he would not think about it. 


“Yeah, I am really very sorry indeed about Dr Monash and the words
he used just then when he spoke to you about yourself,” Henry spoke with a
small smile on his face. “Don’t worry about him, please, it’s just his way and
he doesn’t mean anything by it and even if he does then it doesn’t matter.
That’s what Marit always says.”


“Marit?”


“Professor or rather Doctor Olsen who was called Marit Olsen and
she was my friend for all my life.”


“What happened to her?”


“She climbed into the incinerator.”


“Oh. Why did she do that?”


“She was sad.”


Ram nodded. “I suppose she must have been. I’m sorry to hear
that.”


“Oh, it’s fine because R1 is my friend now and she speaks to me
every day and she’s just as smart as Marit and knows everything Marit knew and
even more so it’s fine, really, even though I was very sad for quite a while.”


“That’s good, Henry,” Ram said, starting to wonder if there might
be something wrong with Henry’s mind. “So, you live here?” He pointed to the
bed in the corner and then gestured to the vast hall behind them. 


Henry turned and walked away from his bed in the corner and opened
his arms to the great black hall. “This is my home.”


The way he moved was strange beyond Ram’s clear understanding. He was
like some gigantic, monstrous bird, moving so fast that his movements appeared
jerky and yet at the same time he had perfect balance and flow, like a tiger. 


“And you were raised here?”


Henry turned as Ram came up beside him. “I know it’s strange and I
know it’s not how people live. I’ve seen how people live on screen, I’ve been
all over this base and been in the living quarters, and I’ve spent time in Avar
looking at the world how it used to be before the Hex. But this is how we were
brought up here so it’s normal to me.”


“We? There were more subjects?”


Henry’s face lit up. “Of course! There were, I don’t know, I don’t
remember when we were real young too well but like twenty maybe? Or fifty? But
even just three years ago there was four of us left.”


“What happened to the others?”


He shrugged. “Died.”


“Right. How did they die?”


Henry shrugged again, his bony shoulder joints jerking up and
down. “All different. Cancer, heart disease, muscle wasting diseases. Lot of
psychosis. A lot.”


“Is that so?”


Henry nodded. “Oh yeah, lot of defects.” He grinned. “Not me,
though.”


“Not you, huh? Well, that’s great.”


Cooper walked out past them into the hall. “Why raise you in here?
They made it look a little like the inside of an orb arena so you’d get used to
it?”


“That’s right. That’s exactly right.”


Cooper turned. “The floor’s all uneven out there. Depressions in
the ground, looks like some of them are deep.”


“It’s important for us to train in the same environment as the orb
arena.”


“Oh yeah,” Flores said. “That’s right. I remember.”


Ram frowned. “The arena floor is flat as a pool table.”


Henry grinned. “Yours was. Not mine. Not Orb Station Alpha. The
Hex are a semi-aquatic species, you know, and the arena combats take place in a
semi-aquatic environment with approximately seventy-eight percent of the floor
area under water.”


“God, are you serious? How are you supposed to fight in that?”


“Oh,” Henry smiled. “Some areas are up to nine meters deep but most
of it is under a meter, so you’re not fighting under water.”


“Just up to your ass in it,” Cooper said. 


“Right,” Henry replied. “But the doctrine is to fight on dry land,
obviously.”


Flores sighed. “Sir, this is fascinating and all but we really
need to get moving.”


“We do. Henry, do you have clothing to wear on the surface? The
doctor said you should shower and get your gear on?”


“Oh yeah! My exterior suit, it’s all ready to go. I just got to
get it on after my shower.”


“Well, you should get on with it,” Ram said. “Right now.”


Henry flowed across the hall to his storage lockers, threw them
open and pulled out extra clothing—boots, hat, hood—before striding off out of
the hall.


Cooper sidled up next to Ram and muttered under his breath. “God
almighty but that freak can move. How do you think they did that?”


“I’m going to check on the doctor. One of you keep an eye on the
weapon at all times. Whatever happens from now on, he’s the most important
thing of all, alright?”


“Got it,” Cooper said. 


“He is,” Flores confirmed. 


“Well get after him then,” Ram said. “I’ll get the others ready.”


Ram had a final look at the replica arena and made his way out. It
was a relief to get out of the warm, humid atmosphere and breath cooler, dry
air again. 


“Doctor Monash?” Ram said, coming back into the doctor’s
laboratory where he and his assistant were throwing a few more small items on
their pile of bags and boxes. 


“Yes, yes, we’re almost ready. You’re ready, aren’t you, R1?”


“I am, Doctor.”


“You’ve got your cold weather gear? It’s pretty chilly upstairs.”


“Of course it is, don’t you think I know that? Now, you can start
by carrying our equipment to the elevator and sending it to the surface. You’ll
have to carry these, now, they’re far too heavy for me to move. Far too heavy.”


“That’s no problem. Flores, Cooper, can you begin moving the equipment
to the exit as soon as Henry’s ready?”


“Yes, sir. Almost there.”


“Doctor,” Ram said, “what’s wrong with Henry?”


Doctor Monash scowled. “What in the world do you mean? Nothing is
wrong with him. He’s the perfect specimen.”


“It’s just that he seems a little… unusual.”


The doctor whirled around and glared at Ram. “How dare you!”


“No offense, Doctor, I’m just trying to understand what I have to
protect, that’s all. I want to make sure I can predict his behavior and he
seems… I don’t know, is he… slow?”


“Slow? Slow? No, he is not slow, for god’s sake. He’s perfectly
within the normal range. He’s just high in agreeableness and conscientiousness,
that’s all. And of course, he’s just young. There’s only so much experience you
can get into an eight-year-old.”


Ram stared. “He’s eight? He’s eight years old? But then really
he’s a child?”


“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Mr. Seti. I didn’t think you were of a
hysterical nature. He’s not a child. He’s undergone accelerated growth
and he experiences things faster than the norm and so he is physically and
mentally adult. But as I say there is only so much life one can experience in
twenty-four hours of every day and so, yes, he has retained a somewhat
childlike emotional maturity. But it could not be helped! And it does not matter.
He is perfect. Ideal, even! And please, say no more about it and especially not
in his presence or else you may very well upset him. And we do not want that,
do we?”


“No, we do not. Alright, let’s get this gear to the surface and
then we all need to get to the launch site before it’s too late.”  
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The elevator made its final journey up the shaft with Ram and
Henry riding it all the way to the top. Ram felt tired. His head ached and his
back and legs were sore. But there would be time enough for rest once the
mission was over. One way or another. 


Far above, a faint sliver of light shone down, rapidly growing.
Henry’s strange face was screwed up, his long bony fingers twitching inside
their gloves. 


“It’ll be okay,” Ram said. 


“I know. I’m fine.”


“I used to spend most of my time in Avar, then I found myself
living on ships in space and even when I fought on a planet in the Cancri
System, I was mostly indoors and inside my suit. So, coming down here and
taking off my helmet and breathing the air… it was strange. Being out in the
open with the sky overhead. Like Avar, sure, but different. The smells and the
feel of the wind on your face. But after a while, it’s okay.”


“Okay, I understand and you’re trying to make me feel better by
sharing an experience of your own so that I can empathize with you and
everything? I get that, sure, thanks very much, I appreciate the effort. So
you’re saying I should relax for the walk to the launch site and that when I
climb into a rocket ship that’s been dormant for twenty years I’ll be safe and
I shouldn’t worry about anything, is that what you’re getting at?”


Ram pursed his lips. “Yeah, Henry, that’s about it. Even so…”


“I’ll be alright. Don’t worry about me.”


“Okay then.”


When the elevator slowed near to the top, Ram got his helmet ready
and checked his weapons. 


Henry eyed him. “Expecting trouble?” 


“No, just… force of habit. Avar habit, I mean. Whenever you’re playing
a round in Avar, you get a quiet moment, check your ammo, your health, you
know?”


“Okay, sure.” Henry nodded and then placed his oxygen mask over
his nose and mouth and took a deep breath. 


“You’re supposed to keep that mask that over your face all the
time,” Ram said, hearing as he did so the scolding tone of voice his own father
had once used. “I heard R1 say so.”


“Alright, yes, you’re right,” he said and pulled the strap over
the back of his head and fixed the oxygen mask over his face. Henry could
breathe in Earth’s atmosphere but it would be like an ordinary human breathing
at high altitude and so they wanted to keep Henry as fit and healthy as
possible for the short trek to the hidden launch site. 


“And put your hat on,” Ram said. “Pull up your scarf. It’s real
cold.”


“Yeah,” Henry said, looking nervous as he wrapped his final items
of winter clothing around his head. “Yeah, I can feel it already.”


The elevator came to a stop and Ram stepped out into the ground
floor of the tower. Stirling stood in the doorway, filling it with his wide
shoulders and blocking almost all of the light. 


“Good to see you, sir. Everything is ready for the… holy shit.”


Henry stepped up out of the open hatch doors and straightened up
as far as he could, stooping beneath the ceiling. 


“Sergeant Stirling, meet Henry. The weapon.”


“I heard, I just…” Stirling held out his hand. “So, you’re the new
Rama Seti.” 


Henry reached down to shake it. “My name is Henry.” His voice was
muffled by the mask. 


“Well, nice to meet you, Henry. We’re going to take good care of
you, alright?”


“Alright.”


“Wait here a moment, Henry, and we’ll just get everything squared
away and ready for the journey.”


“What’s the situation, Sergeant?”


“We’ve secured transport using the—” 


Doctor Monash and R1, both bundled up in their bulky winter
clothing, strode forward and Monash raised a hand before pushing his way
between Ram and Stirling who towered over them.


The doctor began firing questions at Henry, checking he was well,
while Henry sighed and muttered answers in a reassuring tone. 


Stirling jerked a thumb at them. “He’s clucking around that freak
like a mother hen.”


“He is his mother. And his father, too. And Henry’s not a freak,
he’s a genetically engineered weapon who’s going to win us back the Earth or
die trying.”


Stirling’s grin dropped. “I understand, sir.”


“You all hear me?” Ram said on the team channel. “We’re all
expendable from now until we get the weapon, the doctor, and his assistant on
the launch vehicle. Alright?”


They all said yes, other than Cooper.


“The doctor said he needed you as well, sir.”


“Did he, sir?” Stirling asked. “Is that right?”


“He did but the most important passenger is the weapon, then the
doctor, then his assistant who is an AP. And I expect all of us to get on, too,
but if for any reason—”


“Sir!”


Alerts pinged and flashed on Ram’s AugHud. “Cooper? What is it?”


“Movement in the forest to the south. And east.”


“I’m seeing it, too,” Fury said. 


“You wait here,” Ram said to Henry, Monash and R1. “Stay inside
this tower until you hear from me, understand?” 


“But what is the—” Doctor Monash started. 


“Wait here!” Ram said as he and Stirling ran for the steps up to
the top of the east wall and took them three at a time until they reached the
top and looked out at the tree line.


It was almost morning but the sky was low and gray and the wind
bent the tops of the trees over. Tiny flecks of snow whipped past. It seemed to
Ram that heavy weather was coming in but then again he was no expert with that
kind of thing.  


“The Hex?” Stirling said, unslinging his rifle. 


“Don’t know.”


Mayor Fraser was there ahead of them on the wall with some of his
people beside him. “It’s a raid.”


“How can you tell?”


Fraser used his rifle to point east. “Time of year, direction.
They’ve probably come up the Yukon, timed to hit us right before winter. Snow’s
coming, no doubt about that. And they’re coming at us on the ground, can see it
on the motion detectors we set out there. Dozens of hits. The Hex mostly use
aircraft this far north and we never see more than a handful of the bastards.
No, this is humans. I’m sorry, you missed your window.” He turned and called
out a series of orders, directing groups to certain areas.


“Missed our window?” Stirling said. “No, we can get out of here
before the bastards attack. If we move now. What do you think, sir?”


“We can’t risk getting caught out in the open with the weapon. A
stray shot and it’s all over. We’ll continue to assess.”


One of Fraser’s men ran over, breathless. “Ewan, do you want to
move… the northern rocket launchers… to the southern towers?”


“No. Keep watch for another assault from the north and the west,
alright? Keep everyone in position until ordered otherwise, you understand,
Jim?”


“I understand.” He ran off, waving others with him. 


“Your people are well drilled,” Ram said to him. “Disciplined.”


“All the undisciplined died years ago. Listen, I hate to ask but
are you and your men able to lend a hand?” The mayor pointed to Ram’s rifle.
“You have weapons and armor significantly better than anything that we have and
more to the point above what they have out there. And that’s saying nothing
about your tactics and experience. Your team could mean the difference between
surviving this raid or losing everything.”


Ram and Stirling looked at each other while Ram’s mind whirred. He
knew he shouldn’t care about the people of the town but he did and he wanted to
save them. On the other hand, all that mattered was getting the weapon away to
the launch site unharmed. 


The best thing he could do was to pull his men back and let the
mayor and his people deal with it. 


But what if they lost? 


Mayor Fraser took a step closer and lowered his voice. “Look, I
know it’s bad manners to ask it. If you wanted to help, you would offer. But I
have my people to think about. My family. And I’m not proud. Any help you can
provide will be appreciated by all of us. Anything.”


“How long do these raids last?”


Fraser shrugged. “Last one was about six hours. Came right at us a
few times and we tore them up good.”


“Alright,” Ram said, thinking he might be able to spare that much
with the amount of time he had left.


“But, uh… in the interests of full disclosure... there was the
year before,” Fraser continued, “when they were here… eleven days. Tried
chipping away at our walls. Even launched incendiaries over, knowing full well
a fire might destroy everything they came to take but they did it anyway.”


“Eleven days?” Ram said, shaking his head. “In that case, I’m
afraid we have to go now before they surround you, I’m sorry.”


“You’ll end up running into the raiders, though, you know that?
You’ll have to fight your way through.”


Stirling pointed in the direction of the approaching enemy.
“They’re in the south and the east. We’re heading north-northwest, away from
them.”


“It’s likely they’ll have groups all around us.”


Stirling was unconvinced. “Speculation, sir. And even if it’s
true, we’ll have to fight our way through.”


“Sir?” Flores said. “You’re right and all but pushing through
forces out there is a risk, no? The weapon is vulnerable. Stray rounds hitting
him. Might be best to fight these bastards, drive them off and run.”


“The longer we wait, the worse it might get,” Cooper suggested.
“Usually, acting decisively is better than dithering, sir.”


“Fury?” Ram said. “Do you have an opinion?”


“Whatever you decide is fine by me, sir,” she said. 


“Red?” Ram asked.


“I am unable to fire on the humans attacking us, sir. You must
order me to do so. But I should say that I would find that very disagreeable
indeed and I would much rather kill the true enemy than your species, which
have been so welcoming to me and to my kind ever since—”


“Alright, Red, that’s fine. And I don’t want to shoot anybody
either. We’ve lost so many people, it seems crazy to be thinking of killing
even more.”


 Stirling lowered his voice and switched to their command channel.
“I’ll follow whatever you decide, sir, without questioning you, so please don’t
take this the wrong way but your lifetime of battle experience comes from Avar,
not real life. We’ll not get a reset and a new round if we mess it up.”


“You’re right.” Ram nodded. “We must protect the weapon. Taking
him out of the town with enemies out there is a risk to his life. What are our
options?”


“Cooper?” Stirling said. “Any clearer idea of numbers or
positions?”


“They’re a hundred meters or more inside the edge of the forest,
spreading out to the east and west. There’s movement across at least five
hundred meters but I can’t tell how many targets yet.”


“Estimate.”


“At least twenty. Maybe… a hundred. Maybe more.”


“No matter what happens, at some point soon we’re going to have to
leave this place with enough time to reach the launch site. So, how can we best
do that?”


“You have something in mind, sir?”


“When I took a stroll with the mayor, I saw a truck with a trailer
in the garage. The trailer was a flatbed with steel railings on the side with
an open top. They pile up raw logs and the like inside.”


“We can ask to borrow it but anyone on that flatbed is going to be
elevated and exposed and I’m guessing it’s slow as shit.”


“We can’t make it faster but what if we armored the trailer?”


“Armored?” Stirling said. “How?”


“I don’t know,” Ram said. “Mayor Fraser, do you have a minute?”


“Sure. So, are you guys staying? It’s all about to go off.”


Ram ignored that and watched as the townspeople busied themselves
everywhere. Women herded children from a house to somewhere else. Two
adolescent boys hustled up the steps to the wall carrying a large ammo box between
them. Dozens of people lined the walls, preparing their rifles and their
positions. “What’s happening now? What’s your plan for the defense?”


The mayor pointed at various parts of the town. “My people are
taking positions on the walls and on the towers and at the gatehouse. We’re
bringing up and preparing the heavy weapons. Our families are taking shelter in
the bunkers and basements under our houses.”


“How active is your defense?”


Fraser frowned. “What do you mean?”


“What are your tactics when they attack you? You just stay up on
the wall and shoot back at them?”


“No, we don’t stay in our positions. We react to enemy assaults,
moving people and weapons to where they’re needed and also I keep people down
below, inside, as reserves.”


“Okay, and you don’t leave the walls, that’s fine. How do you
think they’ll react if the raiders see us here?”


Fraser nodded at the question. “Depends on who’s in charge. Some
leaders withdraw right away if they find they haven’t got superiority and they
go find somewhere easier. But the only groups that come up this far, that would
have the balls to attack us, knowing how well defended we are…” Fraser
shrugged. “They’re already committed to slogging it out to some extent. And
some guys, seeing your armor and those weapons and your other gear? They’ll
just want to take it. They’ll be willing to die for the chance at that armor.”


“But no raider is going to risk a fight to the death, surely?” Ram
said. “All the men without discipline have been killed off, that’s what you said.
So they’ll cut their losses and run rather than keep losing men.”


“In theory,” Fraser said. “But people aren’t always logical. They
don’t always do what you think. They don’t always act in ways that make sense.”


Stirling grinned ruefully. “Hardly ever, in fact.”


“Right,” Fraser said.


“Listen, Fraser,” Ram said. “We just don’t have time to sit back
and slug it out with them. We have to punch through and make our rendezvous.”


“Alright. Can’t say I’m not disappointed but I understand.”


“But maybe we can help each other. If we break out of here in
force, we might draw some of the enemy away with us. And if they engage us,
we’ll kill them. That would leave fewer for you.”


“That is true,” Fraser said, warily.


“You have a tracked truck and trailer in working order, right? Can
I borrow it?”


Fraser was aghast. “Well, I don’t know about that, Lieutenant, you
see we need—”


Ram cut him off. “Do you have sheet steel?”


Fraser hesitated. “Well, yeah, we’ve been using mild steel plate
for all kinds—”


“How thick is it?”


Fraser waved a hand. “We salvaged so much over the years, all
different, and I can’t say for certain what’s left. All different.”


“We want the thickest you’ve got.”


“Well, that’s not really my area but I think I remember that we
have a whole bunch of quarter inch… wait, why? What for?”


“I’d like your help to armor the truck and trailer in sheet steel
so that we can protect our cargo when we drive out of here.”


Fraser stared at him, looking at Stirling as if for help, and then
turning to the men and women beside him who stared at Ram with a mix of
bemusement and outrage.


“I can’t start pulling people off the line, digging through our
stores and welding in the middle of a firefight. Are you crazy?”


“What if me and my men take their place while they do the work?”
Ram asked. “Would that be alright, Mayor Fraser?”


One of the mayor’s men leaned in and muttered something. “One of
my men will have to drive the truck out to you so he can bring it back after
dropping you off. You might very well want to turn my truck into a… an APC but
I can’t afford to lose that vehicle.”


“Even if it’s damaged, you’ll be able to salvage it, I’m sure. And
anyway, we’ll be protecting it.” Ram patted his rifle. “If you can jury-rig us
some armor around your trailer and ideally on the cab, we’ll turn that thing
into a gunship and smash our way through your enemies out there. We’ll kill
them, we’ll scare the shit out of them. This might be the way you save your
town, Mayor Fraser.” 


Fraser turned to his people and they bent their heads together. It
seemed like most of them wanted to do it. 


“We didn’t get where we are today taking unnecessary risks. That
truck brings us our fuelwood and building materials. Without it, we’ll not
thrive out here until we can buy or steal one. And we’ll have to face winter
without it.”


Stirling growled. “But you might not even lose it, man.”


“They’re coming,” Fraser said and made to walk by Ram on the wall.



Ram stepped in his way and looked down. “Listen to me. You heard
about our cargo? The weapon we need to extract, you know what he is, right?”


“A genetically engineered super soldier,” Fraser said, shrugging.
“Guarding the weapon you found down there that you need to extract—”


“Henry is the weapon. He’s the one fighting in the orb,
Fraser. He’s the one who will give us the rights to our planet again. He’s the
one who will close the wormhole that brings endless Hex reinforcements here. We
need Henry to get to the orb and he can’t ever do that unless we get him out of
your town in one piece.”


Fraser stared back at him, his eyes wide. They darted to the faces
of his people and then to the trees beyond the wall. The mayor closed his eyes
for a moment before answering.


“If we bolt and weld steel plates around the truck and let you
drive it out of here, you’ll man the walls in the meantime? You and your entire
team? You’ll shoot back at the raiders?”


“We’ll stay as long as we can, no more. But yes, we’ll fight. And
we’ll fight well.”


“Alright, then.” Fraser called in some of his men and told them
what he needed. 


A voice from the wall split the air. 


“Incoming!” 


Alerts flashed on Ram’s AugHud and he turned to see a streak
curling through the air from the edge of the woodland with a trail of thick
white smoke behind it.


Missile.


It smashed into the top of the southeast tower and exploded in a
shower of stone and dust and smoke, the detonation thrumming through the walls
underfoot. 


“Here they come!”
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Ram rushed to the walls just as dozens of figures emerged from the
tree line just two hundred meters away. 


His AugHud flashed.


89 TARGETS.


All were wrapped in winter clothing and all were armed. Half
stopped and fired their rifles at the walls while the others advanced. Beside
him, the townsfolk returned fire.


“Are we engaging, sir?” Stirling asked.


“I’ll give my orders now, Sergeant.”


“Sir.”


He spoke while shots rang out and the townspeople people around
them were shouting orders and warning at each other. 


“Cooper, you oversee the truck conversion,” Ram said. “Red, you go
with him and keep an eye on things.”


“I’m afraid I know nothing of human engineering, sir.”


“You’re not there to help armor the trailer, Red, you’re there to
protect them while they work and also to keep an eye on the weapon and the
scientist, understand?”


“I understand perfectly, sir, thank you for explaining your
orders.”


“Fury, you want to find a spot in the southeast tower? Pick
whatever targets you like.”


“Sir.”


“Flores, Stirling. We’re going to take position on the north wall.
Fire at will but for god’s sake, watch your ammo, alright?”


They moved into position and Ram watched as the townsfolk fought
back against the attackers. They were efficient and calm, firing single shots
and calling out targets. The attackers fell quickly, though many were wearing
body armor and ballistic helmets beneath their thick clothing and many that
were hit got up and kept firing, or fired from their positions, while others
limped back toward the trees. One left a trail of blood on the icy ground so
thick it was a wonder she could move at all. 


“They don’t have ladders or rope or anything,” Ram muttered. “What
are they—” 


“Are you going to do something?” a woman beside him on the wall
shouted as she reloaded her rifle. “Why aren’t you helping us?”


Ram found that he was simply staring at the scene before him.
Looking to either side, he noted that neither Stirling or Flores had fired
their weapons either.


I never killed anybody before, Ram thought.


“Because this is crazy,” Ram said. “We should be killing the Hex
and instead we’re shooting each other.”


“It’s us or them!” the woman snapped, before standing, taking aim
and firing over the wall.


“A second wave coming in,” Flores observed. 


From the trees, over a hundred raiders emerged and ran forward,
many carrying long ladders between them, while the remnants of the first wave
came ever closer.


It’s us or them. 


Ram took aim at the man closest to him, who reached into a pouch
at his hip and pulled out what seemed to be a black canister on a short stick
before heaving it back as he ran forward, winding up to throw it. A high
caliber rifle round hit him in the face and most of his face was blown through
the back of his skull. He fell and a few seconds later, his black canister
exploded on the ground next to him in an enormous detonation.


“They’ve got grenades,” Fury said from her position atop the
tower. Ram realized it was she who had taken out his target. 


“Alright, let’s take out the first wave,” Ram ordered and took
aim. 


Stirling fired a burst, and Flores also, and both maintained their
devastating accurate fire. Fury fired also, slower, but almost every round hits
target. 


Ram had not yet fired. 


“Come on, come on…” he muttered to himself. 


It’s us or them.


He fired at a man as he came up out of the broken ground and
sprinted toward the wall. A few rounds from the townsfolk hit near him but Ram
got him high in the chest with his first shot and he went down, dropping limp
as he fell. There were still so many other targets but he focused on the
closest to him and fired, taking down one, and then another. 


He had expected that shooting real humans would feel horrific but
as he fired and killed people, he felt a profound sense of unreality. But Ram
could not focus on that or he risked spiraling into madness. Still, his mind
was separated from his actions, wondering at the fact that he was not actually
in an Avar game and instead was alive, that he was on the Earth, that he was an
officer in the UNOP Marines, that he was shooting and killing people who were
trying to kill him in turn. 


But his body kept doing what it was supposed to be doing, and he
picked his targets one by one, fired single shots at each one until they fell
before searching for the next target. 


The second wave faltered and fell back to the trees. Some leaving
their ladders on the ground, others carrying them away with them.


“Is that it?” Flores said, a hint of disgust in her tone. 


“Easy enough,” Stirling said, reloading. “I guess without proper
military training they—”


Shouts came from all around and Ram turned to see people waving on
the opposite wall, across the town. Cries went up from the walls and the
defenders’ radios crackled with the news. 


“They’re coming from the north!”


“How many?” Fraser shouted at his men. 


“Two or three hundred.”


“Damn them,” he snapped. “The southern assault was just a decoy.”


One of his men shook his head, his mouth turned down behind his
beard. “They’ve gotten all the way around to the north, through the hills. They
must be determined as hell.”


“Take half the men off the south wall here across to the north,”
Fraser commanded before turning to Ram. “Lieutenant, would you mind moving your
men to—”


“Contact east!”


“Look out, look out!”


A massive blast erupted, far bigger than the last. It took Ram a
few moments to understand what was happening, even with his suit providing
data. An explosive shell had been fired at a low trajectory from the east and
it had detonated against the town’s outer gates. The impact was enormous, with
clouds of debris still rising. 


Fraser and his men were horrified as they ran forward to see the
damage. Ram ran through the corner tower to the east wall to see for himself. 


One gate was hanging loose on its great hinges.


“Contact east!” Flores said, her voice unusually shaky. “Armored
vehicle!”


Across the open ground in front of the town, a large battle tank
emerged from the woodland at speed, halted, and then fired again from five
hundred meters. 


“Good God Almighty,” Fraser muttered. 


His men gaped and some crossed themselves.


“Get back,” Ram shouted, taking cover himself against the wall and
crouching as best as he could. 


The detonation shook the entire wall and threw out another cloud
of debris. Through the swirling dust, Ram could see that the tank’s shell had
blasted the door off the hinges.


“Incoming assault, north wall,” Fury said.


To the north, hundreds of raiders streamed toward the walls, while
a hundred more came back to once again assault the south walls, some carrying
their long ladders between them.


In the east, the tank advanced and behind it came hundreds more
men on foot coming on at a run toward the now-open gate to the town.


“Fraser?” Ram said to the mayor who stared east. “What are you
going to do?”


The man seemed to come to his senses and began to call for heavy
weapons to be brought up and for certain of his men to redeploy on the eastern
wall and over the damaged gatehouse. 


Ram recalled that Fraser had dreaded one thing above all others.
That the hostile settlements would attack in force with just such an armored
vehicle with a large gun.


“Sir?” Stirling said. “What are your orders?”


“The town is going to fall. We’ll have to take the truck as it
is,” Ram replied on the team channel so that the townspeople could not hear.
“Take the truck now, with the weapon and the scientists on the trailer, and
just make a run for it. West is the only direction that’s clear right now.”


“No,” Fury said, “it isn’t. Look over the trees, in the sky
between those peaks. Heading two-eighty-two west, elevation eighteen degrees.”


Ram turned and followed the directions with his eyes. There was
something there and it was coming closer. 


“God damn it,” Flores muttered. “They got a helicopter too?”


Ram magnified the image. It was blurry but he knew what it was. 


“That’s not a helicopter,” Ram said, a knot forming in his guts.
“The Hex are coming.”
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“We have to go,” Ram said. 


Flores turned and looked directly at Ram from her position on the
southeast tower. “We can’t just leave these people, sir. They’ll be overrun.”


“That can’t be helped, Flores,” Stirling said. “But, sir, if we
leave the Hex will see us.”


Ram looked for the mayor and strode over to where he was shouting
orders. “Fraser! The Hex are here,” Ram said, pointing. 


Mayor Fraser squinted. He seemed angry more than anything. “Screw
them. Sometimes they observe when humans fight.”


“What? They just sit and watch?” 


Fraser was irritated and pointed at the approaching attackers
beyond the wall. “It’s that tank we have to deal with. Can’t you take it out?”


Ram looked at the advancing machine. It was huge and its turret
pointed almost right at him. Though it came on at walking pace, any moment, it
could blast the wall where he stood. 


But it held its fire.


The gate was already down. 


Perhaps it did not fire again because it did not have any more
shells, or it was saving them. The vehicle might be electric, and its enormous
batteries could be charged repeatedly from solar panels or anything else that
generated electricity but new shells could surely not be easily manufactured,
if at all. 


“Sir?” Fury said. “I have AP rounds for my rifle. Hit the tracks,
maybe? Might be I can slow it down.”


“I can hit it with HE grenades,” Flores said, advancing to the
edge of the wall and loading one into the launcher on her rifle. 


“Sir,” Stirling said. “What about the Hex aircraft? We got to take
it out and get away before it’s too late and we can’t do that using all our
ammo on that tank.”


“Fury, do you think you can hit that Hex craft with your AP
rounds?”


She did not hesitate. “Only if it’s low and slow. Not at this
distance.”


“Alright, Flores, think you can immobilize that tank from here?” 


“Just give me the order.”


“Alright do it but relocate after every shot, understand?”


“Sir!”


“Fury, stay at the southwest and provide cover. If the Hex craft
comes in range, take out an engine with your AP rounds.”


“Yes sir but no guarantees I can make that shot and I might only
get one.”


“Understood. Stirling, you’re with me on the north wall. Let’s
kill these bastards quick, at least.”


Ram and Stirling ran along the east wall, over the ruined gateway,
and on through the corner tower to the north wall. There were at least twice as
many on that flank as on the south and already most were just fifty meters out.
Ram took a position, as did his sergeant, and they shot down at the advancing
raiders. Over a dozen were almost at the wall and they shot and killed them
with ease. But more were coming. 


From her position on the east wall, Flores fired a grenade round
that arced up and down across 400 meters to explode on the front of the tank.


Flores swore as she ran to the nearest tower. “Goddamn wind caught
it.”


After the blast, the tank slowed almost to a stop, its turret
swiveling, before firing at the wall where Flores had been standing.


The blast shattered the top of the wall in a great shower of dust,
spraying everyone with pieces of stone. Debris showered down everywhere and
even pinged off Ram’s armor as he shot down at the attackers. Taking careful
aim at the next target, Ram’s large caliber round hit the man in the throat and
just about took his head off his shoulders as he dropped. 


“Red? Are the assets safe?”


“They are safe inside the northwest tower and I am using my
body as a shield with which to protect them further from any potential blast or
shrapnel damage that might be—”


“Thank you, Red,” Ram said, cutting him off. “Cooper? How’s the
truck coming?”


“We’ll never have it finished in time, sir but we’re welding an
area that the subject can shelter inside, along with the doctor and the AP. The
rest of us will have to trust our suits.”


“That’s great work, Cooper. Let me know when you’re done.
Sergeant? Use your—”


Flores let out a whoop. “Got him!”


Ram checked her feed and saw, through a cloud of dust, the tracks
fall off the left side of the tank and the vehicle slewed to the side and
stopped as pieces of earth fell onto it. The turret turned back to point at the
gate.


“Flores, get out of there,” Ram shouted just as the tank fired.
The top of the tower erupted in a cloud of stone. “Flores!”


“I’m alright,” she said, breathlessly. “I wasn’t there.”


“Glad to hear it. Cover the southern assault.”


“What about the gate?” Stirling asked. 


“We’ll relocate when they reach it. The gate is already down but
there’s a kill zone between the outer and inner gates, right? We’ll take them
then.” Ram wanted to drive away the assault on the north first but there were
so many that a handful of the raiders had reached the walls and were throwing
up their ladders. “Use grenades, Sergeant.”


“You said to reserve—”


“I know what I said,” Ram replied, pulling a grenade from the
compartment on his thigh. “If we don’t hold them off, we won’t be able to get
away at all.”


He threw his grenade down at a group of men raising a ladder to
the wall. The blast killed or injured all five of them and Ram shot at the men
behind them who tried to reach the ladder. More explosions killed others
further along the wall as Stirling’s grenades took out other groups. The attack
on the north wall was already slowing as the attackers took cover and stayed
put and the walls were clear for the moment. It seemed the tide was turning on
that flank, at least. Surely, those attackers, no matter how desperate they
were, would only put up with so much before they fled. 


“Sir,” Fury said. “The Hex aircraft is now circling at five
hundred meters about a klick away. I can’t make a shot.”


“It’s just watching the town?” Ram asked, glancing that way, the
black outline and blue glow from the engines just discernable through the
swirling snow.  


“Gonna see us at that distance,” Stirling said, turning to look at
it. “They’ll see our armor, they’ll know we’re not from around here. They’ll
attack.”


“Maybe they’ll call reinforcements,” Ram said. “We should go
before then.”


“But if they just came to watch the firefight,” Flores said,
“maybe they’ll go away if we win.”


“I doubt—” Ram started but a massive explosion behind him cut him
off. 


The tank had blasted through the east wall in an enormous cloud of
dust that was thick like white smoke. Through the swirling smoke and with his
suit enhancing his vision, Ram could make out a section of the wall crumbling
into a mound of rubble on both sides. Beyond, half the raiders swerved away
from their assault on the gate and instead charged toward the new breach in the
wall. 


“Flores,” Ram said. “With me to the east, cover the breach.
Sergeant, stay here and keep them off the wall.”


Ram moved through the northeast tower along with dozens of others
and took up position on the undamaged section.


He shot at the advancing raiders, killing them as they pressed
forward on either side of the tank. Half were heading toward the gate and the
others were coming for the breach. 


“Sir!” Flores shouted. “The tank—” 


It fired.


Ram saw the incoming shell before he turned to run. But the ground
seemed to disappear from under his feet and then he was falling and tumbling,
the world around him turning to a swirling cloud.
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The impact knocked the wind from him and his suit flashed and
pinged warnings. He rolled to get up but slid down again, rolling until he came
to a stop in front of a dead body, crushed beneath a large stone.


Half of the dead woman’s head had been crushed, distorting what
remained of her face horrifically. Still, he recognized her as the one who had
chided him earlier. 


It’s us or them!


 Ram scrambled away and got to his feet. Someone was shouting at
him. 


“Sir! Sir!”


“I’m alright,” he said, though his voice sounded strange. “I just
fell off the wall.”


“You’re injured, sir.”


“No, I’m alright, I just…” Ram’s suit was flashing at him. He
pulled the strap around him and found that his rifle was attached, intact and
appeared operational. 


“You are injured, sir,” Stirling said. “Your leg.”


His team could see the reports from his suit just as he could and
Ram’s AugHud snapped into focus once more. 


“My leg… it’s broken? My suit’s ruptured.” He looked down, wiped
the dust off his visor, and saw that the armor around his left leg was in
tatters. It was a twisted mass of material. “The fibula and tibia are broken
and the patella is… gone.” 


Ram took a step and fell down again, rolling over to look at his
leg. He was aware that his suit had immediately injected him with analgesics
along with prophylactic antibiotics but he must have hit his head or lost a lot
of blood, too, because he seemed to be in an altered mental state. 


Then he caught a glimpse of his foot.


“I think I lost some toes.”


“Sir, you have to get out of there,” Stirling said. 


Ram got to a knee and realized he was halfway up the pile of
rubble where the section of wall used to be. Climbing over the top and down the
rubble came a group of raiders, bulky in their winter clothing. Snow swirled
amongst the falling dust. One man pointed at Ram, shouted, and raised his
weapon. 


Still on one knee, Ram pulled his rifle up and fired at them. His
large caliber rounds ripped the first man apart and burst through the head of
the man next to him. Ram fired in bursts, killing a half dozen before the rest
fled beyond the top of the rubble and Ram changed his magazine. 


“Sir?” Flores said. “I’m coming to get you.”


“No, cover the assault.”


“I’m coming to save you, sir,” Red said. “Almost there.”


Ram turned to see the giant wheelhunter emerge from the garden of
the nearest house and roll up to the base of the rubble with his weapons
whirling in each long alien hand.


“I’m fine,” Ram said, making his way down the rubble in a series
of hops and slides, wincing with every half-step. “Go and cover the assets.”


Red aimed his pistols at Ram’s head and fired while Ram threw
himself flat. For a moment, Ram thought the alien had tried to kill him before
he realized Red was shooting at the raiders swarming over the top. The men fell
dead and the others scrambled away beyond the breach again. 


“Thought you couldn’t kill humans,” Ram said, limping to the
wheeler.


“I have broken my solemn word to the human authorities. I will
accept any punishment that you or they deem suitable.”


“No, it’s… thanks, Red.” 


“Merely doing my duty, sir, to the best of my ability, which is
quite considerable, as you are now able to appreciate.”


“Come on, we have to find cover and protect this breach, and the
other further along.”


“You appear to be badly injured in the lower leg area, sir.”


“I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”


“Sir?” Stirling said. “They’re breaking off on the north, sir.”


“And the east,” Flores said, though she kept firing at the fleeing
men. 


“South, too,” Fury said. 


“Thank God,” Ram said. “What about the Hex?”


“Circled away to the east,” Fury said. 


“They’re gone?” Ram could barely believe it. 


“Two klicks southeast, holding position right now.”


“Must be our lucky day, sir,” Red said. 


“Don’t say that, Red, for God’s sake,” Flores muttered. “Don’t
jinx us.”


“I would never knowingly jinx us, Private Flores, and I can
only apologize for my thoughtless jinxing of the entire team.”


Ram limped toward the house and leaned his back on it. 


“Don’t worry about it, man.”


“I must reiterate, Lieutenant Seti, that you appear to require urgent
medical attention,” Red said. 


Ram gritted his teeth. “Are you a medic, Red?” 


“I am terribly sorry but I must admit that I unfortunately find
human physiology to be equal parts revolting and perplexing, sir.”


“That’s a no, then.”


“I’m coming to you, sir,” Stirling said, breathing heavily. 


“I’ll just wait here,” Ram said, flicking through his team’s feed.


Cooper was still welding sheets of steel to the trailer of the
truck along with a group of men.


From her elevated position atop the southwest tower, Fury scanned
the tree line all around and the air above. Flores watched the tank closely and
Ram wondered if it was out of shells entirely or if it was waiting for another
assault to begin before firing. 


Stirling arrived, moving quickly despite his size. Behind him,
Mayor Fraser approached. 


“My God, you’re hurt, Lieutenant.”


“I’ve had worse,” Ram replied. “Looks like we’ve sent them running
for the hills, at least.”


“For the moment but I’ve never seen an assault so determined.”


“How are your people?”


“We lost some and we have many injured. But it would have been far
worse if not for you and your team and for that I am grateful.”


“So you don’t think it’s over?”


“Don’t know. We killed a lot of them and there’s more out there,
wounded. Maybe they’ll ask for a truce to take their injured men off the field
and if that’s what they want I’ll demand they withdraw. They might accept or
they might come again. We have three breaches on the east wall now and one
badly damaged tower. I can’t believe they brought a tank. Must have brought it
on a barge upriver, maybe? Damn them.”


“What the hell do they want so badly in here? What could possibly
be worth losing so many men?”


“Women, probably,” Fraser said, shrugging. “They want to kill us
and take our women.”


“Your women?” Ram shook his head. “How have things fallen
so far so quickly?”


Fraser brushed it off. “This is the natural state of things.
Civilization holds this at bay.”


“I can’t believe that. I just can’t believe it.”


“Before the invasion I wouldn’t have believed it either but after
a while you can’t deny reality and stay sane.” He turned to one of his people
behind him. “Get the most vulnerable to the outpost elevator and start sending
them down in batches.”


“Are you sure?” she asked him.


“I’m told there’s supplies that will last decades and infinite
power, plus all kinds of drugs and medical equipment. If we all die out here,
some of us will survive. The town will go on.”


His people nodded and rushed off. 


Stirling slapped Ram’s shoulder. “I’ve stopped the bleeding but
we’ll have to get you proper medical attention or you might lose that leg.”


“We have to get out of here,” Ram said. “The weapon has to get out
of here, that’s all that matters. Cooper? How’s the truck coming?”


“It’s ready, sir.”


“Alright, we’ll be on our way now, Mayor Fraser. I hope that the—”



“Incoming!” Fury shouted. 


Ram cursed and scanned his Hud. “What flank?”


“It’s the Hex!” Fury said. “Three aircraft, coming in fast from
the east.”


“Three?” 


Ram patched into her feed and watched the three Hex aircraft
coming in low through the swirling snowstorm.


“That one’s going for the tank!”


The foremost aircraft swerved low for a moment and fired a chain
of white plasma fire at the tank. The plasma smashed and burned through the
armor, turning the surface of the turret to molten slag and blasting the
interior with liquid fire. It erupted in a shower of plasma and glowing
shrapnel and white smoke, destroying it utterly. The men around it fled in full
panic as the Hex craft flew through the debris cloud toward the town. 


“What are they doing?” Stirling shouted.


Ram grabbed Mayor Fraser’s shoulder. “Have the Hex ever attacked
you before?”


“No!” Fraser said, his eyes wide. “Never!”


“Then they’re here for us,” Ram said. “Fury, start shooting. Aim for
the engines, if you—”


“Sir?” Fury said. “They’re landing.”


Ram checked her feed and watched the three crafts land in
formation just fifty meters beyond the wall. Behind them, the shattered ruin of
the tank spewed smoke into the sky as its fuel burned. There were no human
attackers in sight and Ram imagined they would be running back to wherever they
had come from as quickly as they could. 


“Do we fire?” Stirling asked.


Getting unsteadily to his feet, Ram snapped out his orders as he
limped up the rubble slope. “Everyone, your AP or HE rounds. Sergeant, you
target the left aircraft. Flores, the center. Fury, you target the right. The
engines are the most vulnerable. If we can ground them, we might have a chance.
But hold your fire until I give the order.”


“Enemy units disembarking,” Fury said. “Four from each craft.”


Two hex, in their grey-black combat suits, emerged from both sides
of all three landed aircraft with weapons in their hands and slowly advanced.


“I see them. Still target the engines first.”


But just as Ram spoke, so did the enemy. 


An amplified voice called out, surprising them all.  


“UNOP Marine forces!” the human voice projected from the grounded
Hex craft. Even through the howling wind, it was incredibly loud. The townsfolk
winced. “UNOP Marine forces, you will surrender to us immediately or we shall
open fire on the town. We shall leave no survivors.”


Mayor Fraser turned to his people. “Get as many people as you can
into the shelters.”


“What about—” 


“Do it!”


“Movement, sir,” Fury said. “Center craft.” 


The figure stepped out and the two hex soldiers there moved aside
to allow him to come forward in front of the aircraft. He wore long robes that
flapped madly in the wind.


“It’s a human,” Flores said. “That traitor asshole from before.”


“The collaborator,” Ram said. “The Wayfinder.”


 “He’s…” Stirling started. “He’s holding a white cloth. A white
flag.”


The flag whipped and snapped in the air as the collaborator approached
the town on foot, alone. Behind him, twelve hex soldiers stood beside their
vehicles.


“Didn’t he demand our surrender?” Flores said. “Now he wants to
surrender to us?”


“He wants to talk,” Ram said and hesitated for a moment while
weighing his options. “Cooper? You and Red load up the package and make for the
target site.”


“Now, sir?”


“When you’re ready.”


“We’ll leave through the back door in a few minutes, sir.”


Limping, Ram stepped up to the top of the pile.


“You can’t be serious?” Stirling hissed. “Sir, it’s a trick.”


“You take out those craft first, do you all hear me? And then
those hex. Whatever happens to me or anything else, you must protect the assets
all the way to the target site.”


“You’re going to get killed, sir.”


“All that matters is that the assets launch on schedule. None of
us matter except to protect that launch. You all know that, right?”


“Yes, sir, but you could stay up on the wall and speak using your
suit to amplify—”


“I’m just buying what time I can,” Ram said. “Buy time for the
assets to get away and maybe for the townsfolk to get to safety.”


 “Don’t do this, sir,” Stirling said. “Don’t throw your life away.
We can just have a firefight from here.”


I don’t want to die, he thought, but
I died already. 


“Every minute we can drag this out is a minute more for the assets
to reach the launch site.”


He made his way out of the town toward the hex. 
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Ram limped down the loose pile of rubble. Snow was already lying
on the surface of the tumbled stones and filling the gaps between them. He
slipped and jarred his leg, making his head swim as the painkillers were pumped
into his system again. 


“It’s just pain,” Ram muttered as he advanced over the plain
toward the advancing Wayfinder. “It’s just a body.”


“What’s that, sir?”


“Nothing.”


The collaborator came forward, his white robe whipping in the
intense wind and the bitter snow whipping into his face. Even so, the man
smiled as he stepped closer over the frozen ground. 


They drew to a stop. 


“You are a big fellow, aren’t you,” the collaborator said, still
smiling. His hair was dark and he had a substantial nose and bulging dark eyes.



Ram looked at the Hex arrayed behind him, each team standing
ready.


They were bizarre to look on, up close and in person. It was
unpleasant and uncanny, and Ram felt an urge to flee or shout at them or to
simply start shooting.


You killed millions of my people. You are all my enemies. 


“Your ship crashed, didn’t it,” the collaborator said. “We found
the wreckage. You came in off-world, didn’t you. How did you do that?”


Ram looked down at him. “What do you want?”


The man smiled. “I’m sorry to see that you hurt your foot. It
looks painful.” He held his arms out. “I am here to offer you a very simple
deal. You and your, ah, teammates, give yourselves up to us and I will refrain
from annihilating the town.”


“How can you do that? How can you kill so many of your own
people?”


He frowned. “My own people? Sadly, that is not the case. My own
people are those who have embraced the Way of the Engineers. If only they had
contacted us when we had asked, they would not find themselves in this position.”


“You’re a traitor.”


“I deny your accusation.”


“You betrayed your race.”


“How can I betray what I never promised? The only oaths I have
ever sworn have been to the Masters.”


Ram pointed at the hex soldiers. “Your masters are aliens. That
sounds like treachery to me.”


“No, no. They are not the Masters. My brothers here are servants
just as I am. Our Masters have opened my eyes to the truth. Your fear is
understandable but it is misplaced. Once you come to understand—”


“You understand these squids?”


His smile faltered. “Our honored friends have acquired this planet
in the proper legal fashion as commanded by the Masters and have since shown
remarkable restraint during their stewardship of it.”


“Restraint?” Ram said, feeling the urge to rage against the little
traitor. But something felt wrong.


Ram had come out to speak with the collaborator in order to buy
his team extra time to evacuate the assets and withdraw to the west to the
launch site. 


The collaborator had made his offer and then had allowed Ram to
divert the discussion and seemed happy to be so diverted. 


“Why are you even…” Ram started and then broke off. 


Thoughts rushed through Ram’s mind.


The Mayor had said the Hex had never shown up to a raid before.
Perhaps they were watching the whole area, looking for signs and that had
brought them.


Or perhaps the raiders had a mole who had contacted the Hex.
Perhaps the raiders were in league with the Hex. 


Were those raiders actually made up by humans who had embraced the
worship of the Orbs or whatever the alien religion was about? If that was true
then that meant the raider attack had not in fact been beaten back. The raiders
might not have fled at the sight of the Hex firepower after all and even the
destruction of the tank might have been choreographed.


Even if that was the case, it seemed clear that the collaborator
and the hex soldiers were stalling for time. They were waiting for something. 


More Hex forces could be on the way.


“Sergeant,” Ram said on the team channel, so that the traitor
could not hear him. “I think he’s just trying to distract me. Trying to waste my
time. Check the flanks and rear, especially the skies. We might find more hex—”


“Sir!” Fury said. “Looks like humans in the trees in the south.
Hex, too.”


“Say again, Fury,” Stirling said. “You said hex and
humans?”


The traitor’s smile had long turned to a sneer as he backed away
slowly, still looking at Ram.


“Destroy the aircraft,” Ram said. “Fire!”


The traitor turned to run and Ram strode forward two steps and
grabbed him, wrapping him tight with one arm while he brought up his sidearm
and fired at the nearest Hex shoulders.


In that moment, Stirling’s AP rounds slammed into the aircraft on
the left, ripping into one of the engines.


In front of him, Flores’ grenades exploded against the hull. On
the right, Fury’s first AP round ripped right through the aircraft’s engine.
The Hex skittered away from the explosions and incoming rounds and Ram turned,
holding the traitor under his arm, and ran back toward the town wall.


Up on the walls and towers, his own team members and the armed
townsfolk fired, blasting away at the aliens and their aircraft. 


Blasts shook the air behind him and due to his pace, pain in his
ankle shot through his entire body and he almost fell. The suit hit him with
more doses of painkillers and what seemed like a massive dose of stimulants and
he ran all the faster.


A bolt of white plasma flashed by him, followed by a stream of
more. Ram changed direction and rushed for the gate, ducking through the
twisted hole just as a stream of plasma smashed into the steel by his head.
When he was inside, he kept moving.


“Cooper?” Ram said, breathing hard and speaking through gritted
teeth.


“Just heading out, sir,” he replied. 


“Everybody to fall back to the truck.”


“Still got ten targets in the east. No, nine.”


“Pull back,” Ram growled. “We’re going to fight our way through.”


“They’re fast,” Flores snapped, shooting as fast as she could.
“Jesus. They’re so goddamn fast.”


“Come on, Flores,” Stirling shouted. “Cease fire and pull back.”


They made their way through the town. It was deserted. All of the
townsfolk not shooting from the walls were now down in the emergency shelters
beneath their houses or the communal bunkers or making their way into Outpost
Omega.


It was weirdly quiet in the sheltered spaces between the houses
and public buildings, with snow swirling in vortices down the allies and across
the bare gardens. The church door flapped open and banged in the wind.


“Enemies on the walls,” Flores said and Ram caught a glimpse of an
enormous hex charging into a group of townsfolk. They shot at it from
point-blank range but it moved like lightning, its murderous legs whipping
through the air as it shredded the people defending their home.  


“Don’t stop,” Ram growled, limping as quickly as he could. 


“Sir?” Fury said, her voice juddering as she ran. “Hex inside the
walls.”


“Keep moving.”


The collaborator squirmed frantically under his arm so Ram cracked
him on the skull with the butt of his sidearm and the man fell limp.


“We’re here.”


When he reached the truck, Ram tossed the unconscious traitor into
the rear of the trailer and his skull bounced on the steel flatbed with a
crunch. “Restrain him!” Ram commanded the doctor. “He is a Hex agent and a
traitor.” 


It was R1 who moved to obey while Henry and the doctor simply
gaped from where they crouched in the steel box at the front of the trailer
behind the cab. 


Stirling pointed at a group of men approaching. “Get out of here!”
he said to them. 


“Mayor Fraser?” Ram cried out. “I thought you were evacuating your
people to the outpost?”


“We are,” Fraser shouted as they reached the trailer. “But we’re
here to help you make your rendezvous.”


Ram shook his head. “But your families, you need to look—”


“We know how important this is. Everyone here volunteered.”
Fraser’s expression was grim. He knew what he was getting into. “Come on.”


The mayor and half his men climbed onto three quad bikes and into
two small half-tracks and pulled up to the huge garage doors while the other
half unbolted them. 


While they did so, Ram’s team took positions around the truck with
their weapons trained on the sky back at the town, ready for the hex soldiers
to come screaming down at them. 


“Your foot, sir?” Stirling asked. His heart rate was dangerously
high. 


“Can’t walk much further,” Ram admitted, his head swimming from
the drugs. “It’s shredded.”


“You’ll have to sit on the trailer,” Stirling said. “Can still
shoot, right?”


“Open the doors,” Ram ordered and pulled himself up onto the rear.



The hidden exit to the underground garage opened, the two doors in
the ground hinging apart. The smaller vehicles made their way out first,
following the truck which whirred as it heaved the trailer up and out. 


Red rolled behind it and Stirling, Flores, and Fury jogged up.


Firing was furious on the walls and inside the town. Shouts of
anger and pain echoed through the houses as they left the townsfolk to their
fate. Ram glanced at Mayor Fraser in the passenger seat of the wheeled vehicle.
His face was a mask of anguish as he reloaded his rifle.


The truck strained to accelerate, its tracks crunching as they
struggled for purchase on the bare icy ground.


“Here they come,” Fury said and fired a shot from her rifle.


The hex soldiers were supported by humans, also advancing and
shooting at them from the tree line, but the aliens soon left them behind,
their legs working like a cluster of thin pistons in some nightmarish machine. 


Cooper opened the passenger side door of the cab and fired into
the trees as the hex emerged, skittering closer and shooting their alien
rifles. The incoming fire tore up the ground and flashed by them overhead.  


“Get on,” Ram ordered his men as he himself turned to fire at the
hex coming behind them from the garage doors before they could close again. 


Ram’s team climbed into position on the flatbed and opened fire.
All but Red, who rolled beside the truck, shooting relentlessly with both of
his weapons as he did so. 


The passengers riding on the rear of the quad bikes fired their
rifles at the advancing enemy, as did those in the other vehicles. 


“Floor it!” Ram shouted. “Cooper, tell him to go as fast as he
can.”


“This is the vehicle’s top speed,” Cooper said, desperation in his
voice.


The snow swirled in the half-light with the Hex weapons blasting
at them. One of the quad bikes was hit in a blast of white fire, throwing down
the driver and both passengers out onto the ground. Another stream of enemy
fire tore them to pieces where they lay.


From the other flank, two hex rifles blasted toward the trailer.
They clipped the steel frame Cooper and the others had welded to protect the
assets, rocked the entire trailer, and half-melted the steel where it hit. 


Ram shot back at the source of the incoming fire, not knowing if
he hit anything.


“Shit,” Ram muttered. “Much more of that and we’ll lose the
asset.”


It was darker than Ram had expected. Night was falling slowly but
it was falling and blackness filled the trees. The sky in the east was already
dark. The sunset ahead of them was now beyond the horizon, turning the
snow-filled clouds ever grayer.


Gradually, the truck picked up speed and the hex soldiers could
not keep pace. They were still coming, and random fire came arcing in from a
distance, but Ram started to believe they had a chance of making it.


“How are we doing?” he asked on the team channel.


They were all low on ammo and Flores had been hit by shrapnel or
by stones at some point and her suit had suffered damage. All of them showed
very high levels of  epinephrine and other neurotransmitters and hormones and
their heart rates were sky high. All to be expected but Stirling’s was far
higher than it should have been and was the only one of his team showing a
stress response rated red by his team management system, rather than the orange
of everyone else.


Ram’s own stats showed his injury was quite serious and that he
was only going to have a short while before his blood loss and the
uncontrollable pain would severely degrade his mental performance. Then again,
he would only have a short while before the mission was over, whichever way it
went. 


“Fraser?” Ram shouted, his voice amplified. “You okay? Your people
okay?”


Fraser turned from his seat on the ATV and gave him a thumbs up.
His face was thunder. For him and for his men, whatever happened this was
likely to be a one-way trip. 


“This is it,” Cooper shouted.


Ram checked his AugHud. The mission objective icon was flashing,
counting down the meters before they reached the checkpoint. 


They passed the message to Fraser and his men.


“Coming up. Just here. This is the place. Hold them off.”


The truck stopped and they jumped out behind it, leaving the
assets huddled unseen in their steel box for the moment. His men took up positions
around the vehicles, their weapons up and out. His team’s night vision was
excellent but even the best image intensifiers could not see all the way to the
distant tree line on either flank and the grainy landscape faded to blackness
when looking back toward the distant town. 


As far as Ram could tell, the checkpoint zone was nothing but
another treeless stretch of landscape. The woods were some way off now and the
line of mountains jet black on the dark gray horizon.  But otherwise there was
nothing there but scrub and patches of grass on thin soil and uneven rough
ground with clusters of stones here and there. 


“You sure this is it?” Ram asked, checking his Hud again. 


Cooper was on his knees twenty meters away, scraping away at the
earth. “This is it. It’s right here, sir.”


“Hurry up, Cooper,” Stirling muttered.


“Command sent,” Cooper replied. A dull thud pounded the earth at
their feet and then the rocks all around vibrated. Cooper laughed. “Doors are
opening now.”


The ground split as the huge doors hinged open, revealing a
passage below illuminated by a faint red glow. 


“Well done, Cooper,” Ram said. “Alright, everyone. This is it!”


Cooper stood and turned. The faint lights inside his helmet showed
the grin on his face as he spoke. “Okay, so once inside, we follow the corridor
to the launch vehicle which is powering up already but then the launch
preparations will take another—”


A blast of bright plasma came out of the sky at a low angle,
blazing through the night sky like a meteor. 


The blast smashed into Cooper and incinerated him in an instant,
burning through his armor and smashing his body to pieces upon the burned
ground by the open doors. 
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Ram turned aimed into the sky and fired a burst where the fire
that killed Cooper had come from, as did the rest of his team.  


“Aircraft, there!” Fury said, sighting down her scope with the
long barrel of her rifle pivoting up and tracking the aircraft Ram could not.
She fired. “Bastard. He’s going, circling away.” She fired again and cursed as
she missed once more. 


“Everybody into the tunnel,” Ram said, seeing contacts pinging up
on his Hud as the hex soldiers finally caught up with them. Ram limped to the
trailer and leaned into the box. “Henry, Monash, R1, get out of there now and
into the tunnel. Go!”


Mayor Fraser and his men took positions behind their vehicles and
fired at the advancing hex while the massive form of Henry and the tiny Doctor
Monash and R1 disappeared into the open hatch.


Small arms plasma fire burst all around them. Ram dragged the
unconscious collaborator from the trailer and tossed him down beside the
entrance. He was not certain the man was alive and the hex clearly cared
nothing for his survival, as Ram had half-hoped but perhaps he would have some
intelligence value. 


The Hex rushed forward just as the aircraft above came back and
fired again and again. Incoming fire lit up the air and ground all around them,
splashing murderous white plasma. Steam rose from the melted ice and snow. 


Two of the townsfolk were hit in the same burst, killing them
immediately and destroying their ATV.


Stirling made for the gear bags stowed on the back of the trailer,
slapped in a drum of AP rounds and, bracing himself against the vehicle, aimed
a burst at the craft overhead. He cursed as he jogged further up toward the cab
and had not taken more than a couple of steps when two white streaks flashed
down and smashed into the rear of the trailer, destroying it and sending the
whole vehicle over into a twisted, smoking mess. Stirling fell back from the
burning wreckage, still shooting. 


“Got you, you bastard,” Fury said and fired. A flash of blue
illuminated the sky for a moment and the aircraft rolled away at speed, heading
for the trees. 


“You hit it?” Ram shouted. 


“Clipped an engine,” Fury said, turning to fire at the alien
soldiers on the ground. 


Warnings flashed and Ram turned to fire at the contacts indicated.



It was too late. 


Two of the surviving Hex rushed forward out of the darkness, their
legs whipping down at Flores. Both swarmed her as she fired, opening up on one
point blank with her heavy weapon, shredding his armor and tearing through its
carapace and killing it dead. The body fell beside her, almost crushing her but
she did not move and instead turned to shoot the next target. 


Instead, the other hex stabbed Flores with its two razor-sharp
claws, cutting through her suit faster than Ram could even see. Stirling fired,
hitting the alien and driving it away but it was too late.


“Everyone inside,” Ram shouted. “Everyone. Get inside, now.”


“Get inside,” Stirling repeated. “You too, sir. Go on. Go, go!”


Ram fired at the advancing hex coming up out of the dark, covering
Fury as she fired and stepped back.


“Come on, Fury, move, I’ve got you,” Ram said.


She ran by him and took position in the mouth of the hatch, aiming
and firing again in one smooth motion. 


“Fraser, come on,” Ram shouted. “You too, man! You can shelter
inside the tunnel.”


Mayor Fraser and his men stood firing at the darkness when three more
hex rushed them from the flank, coming up like demons straight from hell,
throwing aside their small vehicles like they were nothing.


Fraser stood his ground and emptied his clip at the nearest hex
but its legs flicked out and sliced through him sideways. He was roaring his
defiance even as his body fell into two pieces, with his legs standing while
his torso slid sideways to the ground. It was not done with him, and stabbed
him with its razor claws, lifting him up in front of it.


Fraser was conscious enough to swing his rifle at the giant alien
but he had no strength and it merely tapped the Hex’s armor before it fell to
the ground. The Hex whipped more legs into him, dicing him into pieces in a
shower of blood.


Fraser’s head smacked onto the frozen earth.


The rest of the townsfolk were ripped to shreds in just two
seconds. So quickly that it was little more than a blur.


At such close range, Ram’s weapon rifle ripped through the thorax
of one hex and shredded the legs of another but there were more coming out of
the darkness.


“Red, fall back now. That’s an order.”


“I am obeying your order with immediate effect, sir.” The wheeler kept firing as he rolled by Ram into the tunnel. 


Fury fired up into the snowstorm from her position in the open
entry point. “Incoming Hex aircraft. Three, four. No, more. Lots more.”


“Get inside!” Ram shouted.


Stirling and Fury finally dropped down inside, reached the doors
and heaved them down. They resisted for a moment before the pistons relented
and the doors came down. Ram grabbed the traitor and pulled him in as the hatch
doors slammed closed overhead.


Outside, blasts of enemy fire hit the ground and boomed against
the doors. The survivors stood breathing deeply in the dim red light of the
tunnel. Flores and Cooper were gone, along with all of the townsfolk. They had
to get away


“He dead?” Stirling asked. 


“Don’t know,” Ram replied. “I’m bringing him.”


“Alright.”


“Go on,” Ram said, pointing down the tunnel. “The launch vehicle
is that way. Go!”


Over their heads, once more plasma rounds smashed into the earth
and into the hatch itself and Ram guess they were fired from the aircraft
weapons.


“They’re going to break through,” Ram said as they backed smartly
away.


“Those doors are thick steel around thicker concrete,” Stirling
said. “They’ll hold a wee while yet.”


As he spoke, the impacts shook the tunnel all around them and they
turned and rushed along as it sloped down at an alarmingly steep angle, Ram
limping with the unconscious or dead traitor under his arm. 


When the tunnel ended at the edge of a vast missile silo, they
stepped out onto a steel walkway. Ram clutched at the railing when he noticed
the great depth below him. His AugHud estimated it at 100+ METERS. 


The rocket was truly enormous at ten meters diameter. In front
across the walkway, an open hatch led into the spacecraft atop the mighty
rocket. It was of similar dimensions to the descent vehicle they had used to
come down onto Earth but Ram realized that would make sense, seeing as they
were supposed to catch up to and dock with the Hereward once it came
back from its circuitous maneuvers. 


They rushed across the swaying steel walkway as quickly as they
dared and ducked inside.


“Hurry, hurry!” Doctor Monash cried. “Come on, the launch
procedure has started. Shut the door!”


Stirling slammed shut the hatch and locked it. 


Ram had a sudden image of Cooper being blasted apart, and then
another of Flores, and the townsfolk. He shook it off. 


“Take your seats, you dithering fools!” Monash shouted from above.
“We’re about to lift off.”


HUMANS said one sign, pointing up a ladder. SUBJECTS said another.



Ram passed up the unconscious traitor and Fury strapped him in
along with the other normal sized people. 


“Where do I go?” Stirling asked Ram. 


Monash poked his head down the hatch. “Are you over two meters
tall?”


“In my suit, yes.”


“Down with the bloody subjects, you idiot.”


There were six oversized gravity couches in the compartment and
Henry was already strapped into one. His eyes were wide and he was breathing
rapidly into his breathing mask. 


“Are you injured?” Ram asked him.


Henry shook his head.


“Shit, these couches are too big for me,” Stirling said. “I’m
going to break my back, ain’t I.”


“You’re going to what?” Henry asked. 


Stirling noted Henry’s panic and made light of it. “Ah, just a
figure of speech. You know, Henry, big lads like us ain’t best suited for high
g’s. Much better to be a wee thing like your R1 up there, right? But you’ll be
alright. Tough as old boots you are, I know it.”


The couches were almost too large for Ram. They must have known
decades before that they were intending to manufacture subjects that were
almost three meters tall to fight the Hex. Despite such incredible foresight
and planning, Henry also seemed drowned in his gravity couch, his limbs barely
cushioned in their rests. Perhaps if he wore a spacesuit or armor like Ram’s he
would fit it well enough but it looked like they were all going to be in for a
difficult ride. Red would have to lie on his side on the floor and brace himself
as best he could, although his species was incredibly tough so perhaps he would
be alright.


Thumping sounds drummed from somewhere. Great bangs sounded as if
the earth was being struck by a giant hammer. Ram thought the hex had broken in
and were shooting at them.


But the ship began to hum louder and louder and then a great roar
filled his head. Even when the suit dampened the noise, he could feel it in
every part of his body, in every limb and organ, in every cell. 


And then the shaking started. 
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Ram was shaken around so much he was certain something had gone
badly wrong. He was pressed back into his couch and he knew they had lifted
off.


This was the point when they would be destroyed, Ram knew. 


There were supposed to be anti-aircraft weapons deployed during
launch to clear the skies but they were designed and installed before the
invasion and so they could not be optimized for destroying Hex aircraft. And if
there was laser fire, plasma fire, missiles and AA rotary-cannons firing all
around them, surely it would not take much to destroy the rocket or damage the
ship. 


The shaking increased further and the roar grew louder. The
g-force increased to 2 and soon to 3 g’s. Ram watched his clock and realized it
had been over a minute since liftoff and surely they were through the immediate
danger. 


But surely, all over the Hex defense systems, they were being
alerted to a launch. They would be launching missiles of their own or sending
ships to intercept them. 


Ram felt the pressure increasing. The g-force went over 4 and then
5. It meant they were still accelerating, gaining speed with every second. 


When the g’s went over 6, Ram wondered how long it would be before
he passed out. How long could they keep increasing speed before his blood
drained away. His suit compressed his limbs but it could only do so much for
sustained periods. How many minutes had it been? Ram’s vision was fading. What
would it be doing to his injured foot? Perhaps the forces would twist his
shattered bones, perhaps tear his foot right off. 


Sometime after the accelerometer indicated 7 g’s, the shaking
eased off, a great boom shook the craft and suddenly Ram could breathe again.
The force died away to nothing and Ram almost laughed in elation. 


Then the pain in his foot spread up his leg and he tried to look
down at himself but his head was strapped in tight. He craned his neck forward
inside his helmet and saw red stuff smeared all over the front of his suit. “Is
that blood?” he muttered. “Is that my blood?”


“Christ almighty,” Stirling said. “That was a fu—”


The second stage rocket ignited and forced them into their couches
again. The acceleration was even faster now and soon they passed 3 and 4 g’s.
On and on it went, 6, 7 g’s. Pain shot through his body and his head before
fading along with his vision. When it reached 8.4g, Ram felt himself losing consciousness.



Is this it?


Blackness took him.


He dreamt. Machines filled his mind. White lights and needles and
voices spoke about him as if he was not there. Time passed. And passed.


When he came to, he was in a medical bay.


“Hello?” he muttered, reaching for the tubes in his arms and face.


“Don’t move,” a man said, pulling at his hands to stop him. “Leave
it alone please, sir, or I will have to immobilize you medically.”


“I’m on the Hereward?” Ram muttered.


The doctor looked vaguely familiar. “It is very encouraging that
you are now aware of your surroundings.”


“We made it? How long was I unconscious?”


“You were brought on board thirty-one hours ago.”


“My team? What about….? The mission. The weapon. And the prisoner.
What about Red? Are they okay?”


“You were the only one who arrived with a significant trauma
injury, sir.”


Ram lifted his head and looked down at his body. His foot and most
of his leg were encased in a molded shell.


“Is my foot… still there?”


“You suffered extensive tissue damage but we have not amputated it
yet.”


“Yet?”


The doctor shrugged. “We are repairing the tissue but you will
also require extensive reconstructive surgery but we shall see what
functionality you retain. It is not our primary concern at this time.”


“Alright,” Ram said. “I’m amazed we made it. What happened? Why
does my head hurt so bad? Is there something wrong with my eyes?”


“You went into shock during the launch. Already suffering from
hypotension due to your blood loss, the massive g-forces reduced blood flow to
your brain and other organs.”


“How much blood did I lose?”


“At least forty percent.”


Ram didn’t know much about medical stuff but he knew that was a lot.
“Am I going to be okay?”


“We are doing everything we can to return you as close as possible
to full function.”


“Close to full function?” I’ll have permanent damage?”


“Yes. Especially to your brain.”


“You mean I might have suffered brain damage?”


“You certainly have suffered brain damage, along with
damage to other organs. The extent and long-term prognosis are unknown at this
time but it is likely irreversible.”


Ram closed his eyes. He was alive but he was damaged beyond
repair. “Where did you learn your bedside manner, doctor?”


“I am an AP Medical Assistant. I am aware that patients benefit
from a medical professional who performs the behaviors known colloquially as a
good bedside manner but I am unfortunately unable to perform them myself in an
authentic manner.”


“People can tell you’re faking it, huh?”


“That is correct.”


“Fair enough. Where are the humans? Wasn’t there a real doctor? I
met him before.”


“You met me before you left on your mission when I performed
multiple medical checks on you and your colleague. The fact that you do not
recall these checks is indicative of your brain damage.”


“Oh, God. Where’s… what’s her name? The captain?”


“Captain Xenakis is on the bridge. All officers and crew are
either on watch or off-watch.”


“Can I see her, please? Or can you send in one of my team? My
sergeant who… his name is Sergeant… did… who made it off the planet with me?”


“I am afraid that no one will be sent in to visit you as you
require rest. It is time to administer your scheduled sedation.”


“Wait, please, I just want to understand…”


Ram’s vision clouded and he slept. 
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“Glad to see you up on your feet, Lieutenant,” Kat said, smiling
as he hobbled into her office, dragging his injured leg. “You need to sit
down?”


“Best if I stand, I think. Besides, I don’t want to break your
chairs.”


She did not smile. “How are you feeling?”


Ram hesitated. “You got a full report, I assume?”


“I did. But I’m interested in knowing how you feel.”


“I feel… tired.”


“Hmm, I’m sure. Is that all?”


Ram shrugged. “I feel slow. In my mind. Worried that I’ll never be
the same again. But… that doesn’t matter, does it… I did my duty. I extracted
the asset. The subject. I have no further purpose. How is… how is he anyway?”


“Who?” Kat asked, looking at him closely. 


Ram closed his eyes. The name was on the tip of his tongue, it was
there, he knew it for sure. “Henry,” he blurted, sighing. “You’re testing me?”


“I need to know the abilities of my officers.”


“Does the medical report recommend you relieve me of duty?”


“It doesn’t make those kinds of recommendations. It does say that
you will require significant time undergoing various therapies to manage your
condition. And so you will remain on medical leave.”


“What am I supposed to do with myself?”


“Whatever you feel able to do. I hope you will feel able to help
us.”


“I’ll never get all the way better. I’m only at seventy-five
percent of where I was, if that.”


“At seventy-five percent of what you were, you’re still above the
average UNOP officer.”


Ram smiled. “Is that a compliment for me or an insult for UNOP
officers?”


“My crew are well above average. They’re the very best that could
be recruited for this mission.”


“What happened?” Ram asked, rubbing his eyes. He felt tired.  


Kat frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, after I blacked out on the… rocket, what happened? How
did we evade the Hex? I think I heard someone mention damage to the Hereward?”


Kat frowned as he spoke, biting her lip, then nodded. “Yes, it all
went off remarkably well. The rocket launched a little late and required some
last-minute maneuvering at speed in order to dock above the Earth. We had to
decelerate far more than anticipated and it caused some mechanical failures. We
docked with rather more enthusiasm than intended and suffered hull damage.
Luckily the propulsion system was entirely undamaged. The transfer was rather
rough and we had to throw you and the other passengers through the port before
undocking and reengaging our drive.”


Ram raised a finger and pointed it at her. “You’ve told me this
before, haven’t you.”


“You remember?”


“No,” Ram replied. “It’s just your manner. You were surprised I
asked but covered your surprise before you answered.”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t want to worry you.”


“I’m brain damaged, I’m not a child. Please, continue. How did…
the Hex not shoot us down before we reached orbit?”


“The launch system was timed so multiple launch clusters lifted
off at the same time from various places on the surface. Some were decoys,
launching arrays of confusing targets for the Hex to track. Others shot out
fleets of drones in the upper atmosphere to collect intel and return images and
other data. Others were carrying warheads that aimed at Hex targets.” Kat
grinned. “I wish I could have seen some of those hit their marks.”


“Nuclear missiles?”


Kat shrugged. “Need to know means I don’t know. But I expect so.
Others were supposed to put up anti-satellite satellites. I expect there were
dozens of missions, maybe hundreds of launches, all going up at the same time
as you were.”


“All to distract from our launch?”


“It was a program put in place before the invasion. There were
lots of bases, lots of secret programs. All I know about is Outpost Omega and
our mission. I’m sure there were a number of objectives attempted at the same
time. I pray that as many as possible were successful.”


Ram rubbed his temples. “I lost Flores and Cooper. And all those
civilians.”


“I’m very sorry about your team. And the civilians. They should
never have been there. But you did complete the mission.”


“What do I need to do about Flores and Cooper? I should do
something, shouldn’t I?”


“When you can, you’ll complete a full report.”


“No, I mean… their families and everything. Funerals.”


“I’m terribly sorry but you were unconscious for the memorial
service. We have a very small multi-faith prayer room available in E-section
where you can spend some time to pay your respects. There’s a plaque on the
wall that honors the fallen.”


Ram nodded. “So, what now? Are we on target for getting the… Henry
to the orb in time for the arena combat?”


“Assuming we’re not intercepted, sure. We’ll make it.”


“Will we be intercepted?”


“Well, seeing as there’s an array of Hex ships between us and the
Orb, I’d say there was a distinct possibility.”


“What are our chances?”


“They’re great, Ram.”


“Was that a dumb question?”


“There’s no way of knowing what our chances are. Will the Hex let
us through so we can fight, fair and square? Maybe. I hope so. That’s what they
did before. But we just attacked them with a load of secret bloody rockets and
invaded their airspace in this very ship. Will they consider that breaking the
rules of the Orb Builders? Maybe. If they try to stop us by force, is this ship
fast enough to make it through anyway? Maybe. We just need to plow on
regardless, don’t we. Every one of us has a duty to perform and that’s what
we’re going to do until we deliver the package to the orb.”


“How is it going with the asset? With Henry.”


Kat nodded slowly, pursing her lips. “That’s actually why I asked
you here. You asked what are you supposed to do with yourself. And I said I
hope you will feel able to help us. And so, if you’re feeling up to it, I
wonder if you might be able to lend a hand.”


“Lend a hand with what?”


“With Henry’s training.” 


 


***


 


“Hello?” Ram said. “Is anybody here?”


It was the largest space on the Hereward and rotated
rapidly, providing a force above a single g though at times causing Ram’s head
to spin so that he clutched the doorframe as he looked along the gently curving
room. The high humidity and high oxygen content of the atmosphere did not help.
It was like breathing in a hot shower. 


Like the orb arena and the training chamber in Outpost Omega, the
walls, floor and ceiling were painted black. It was largely empty in the center
all the way along, though padded mats had been set up here and there. Great
exercise and combat machines stood against the walls. The great hum of the
engines filled Ram’s ears but he could hear no people.


Stepping inside, it felt like being back on the Victory, heading
to Orb Station Zero.


It was strange to think his mind had been inside an entirely
different head and body back then. His original head but a clone body and since
then he had been downloaded into a new clone body. One which had suffered
extensive damage in both deployments he had been on with it, one on a distant
planet and one on Earth, and yet still carried him around.


Despite it being a clone, it still felt on some level that it was
not his own, not his true body, and that sense came most of all when he thought
of the brain damage he had suffered. The cells had withered and died and now he
was less than he was. Thoughts came slower or not at all. Words were especially
difficult to find. He found himself resenting the physical body that he was in,
as if it was to blame for the degradation his mind, his self, was experiencing.


Shaking off the resentment, he approached an enormous combat dummy
in the shape of a hex champion. The massive bulbous thorax atop the cluster of
splint-like legs, all hanging motionless beneath like loose armored cables
dangling beneath a monstrous shell. Ram ran his hand over the surface of the
thorax. It was hard and yet flexible, just like the Hex were supposed to be in
real life. He jabbed a finger and it barely gave but when he pushed it with his
whole hand, the shell flexed inward just a little before springing back the
instant he ceased pushing.


“We have no need of you,” a voice said behind him, startling Ram. 


“Doctor,” Ram said. “I was asked to come by… the captain.”


“Obviously I know that,” the doctor snapped, scowling. “And I know
her reasoning but it is superficial at best and utterly faulty in reality. Now,
they thought that because you have experience defeating the wheelhunter
champion, that knowledge will be of use for Henry.”


Ram shrugged. “Yes, and that experience will—”


“Do not interrupt,” Monash snapped, whipping up a finger. “Your
experience however is worse than useless. It will in fact prove detrimental! I
shall now explain this to you, so listen very carefully and attempt to
understand what I am telling you. Now, your experiences in fighting the
wheelhunter will only confuse matters. We are to be engaged in combat with a
far more challenging champion and all your techniques and practices are worse
than useless.”


“I wish you would make up your mind,” Ram spoke mildly. “When we
met, you told me you needed me.”


Monash scowled. “You will be a distraction. You will make things
worse.”


“Worse?” Ram asked. “They’re bad now?”


“Not at all,” Monash said, pursing his lips. “Everything is
proceeding well within expected parameters.”


“But who’s training him?” Ram said, looking around at the huge
empty room. “Who’s training Henry now?”


“I am.”


“You’re a combat specialist? But I thought you were a geneticist.”


Dr Monash crossed his arms. “Our training regimen was planned and
implemented years ago by world experts in their fields. I am now continuing to
implement their combat training program.”


Ram nodded slowly and looked around. “I got the impression from
our captain that you needed help.”


“You got the wrong impression, I’m afraid. As I said, we are well
within our parameters. Well within them. And therefore, this means, of course,
that you should go back to whatever light duties it is you have now until the
end of your days. Your condition will not allow you to do much. Eating yourself
into obesity again, no doubt?”


Ram frowned and realized the doctor must have read the file on
Rama Seti. “Well, that’s a very tempting suggestion, Doctor Monash, thank you
for reminding me of my former aimless existence. But when I saw her, the
Captain implied that your parameters were… wrong. Very wrong. In fact, she
implied that things are not actually on course at all. So let me ask you a
specific question. Is Henry beating the hex champion in Avar simulations?”


Monash looked off to the side. “It depends on the settings, of
course.”


“You need me to be even more specific? Alright. When you set it to
what the hex champion has been observed doing in the arena, Henry can’t beat
it, right?”


Doctor Monash looked over his shoulder and sighed. “Currently.
Currently, Henry has been unable to achieve victory in the simulations but that
does not mean he will not achieve it by the time we reach our destination. We
have time to improve. We will improve. We will.”


Ram jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “What about on the
mechanical training dummies?”


“We have no problems.”


“Can he defend himself against them on realistic settings?”


Monash scowled. “The dummies are poorly built. The ones in Omega
were far superior. And what is more germane is that they are simply not safe
and it would be madness itself to allow Henry to battle these wildly flailing
machines and risk injury or worse. No one could disagree with that.”


Ram smiled. “So he can’t beat the dummies or the sims? Is there
anything that he can do? Sounds like you have serious problems to me, doctor.”


A woman’s voice caused Ram to turn. “We do.”


It was the AP assistant named R1 and stooped and hunching behind
her like some giant lurking monster, stood Henry, with a sheepish expression on
his strange face. The top of his head was close to the ceiling.


“Oh, hello,” Ram said, pointing to the door they had emerged from.
“Hi Henry, I’m glad to see you.”


“Glad to see you, too, Lieutenant.”


“Call me Ram.”


“Alright, I will do that. Ram.”


R1 stepped forward and held out her hand. “I want to thank you for
getting us out of Omega alive.”


Behind him Monash scoffed and muttered. “Barely.”


Ram ignored the doctor and took R1’s small hand in his. It was
soft and cool. “You’re welcome.”


“I am so sorry about your injuries.”


Ram released her hand, with some reluctance. “Injuries are a part
of the job.”


“And I am very sorry indeed about your poor friends.”


Ram nodded, recalling Cooper being incinerated and Flores being
cut to pieces. “Thank you.” He quickly changed the subject and pointed to the
doorway behind Henry. “What’s through there?”


R1 glanced at Monash before she answered. “Living quarters, offices,
workshop.”


“Alright,” Ram said. “Henry, you feel like showing me around?”


“Okay, sure.” 


Ram followed him through the door without speaking to Monash,
which Ram knew would infuriate him. But the doctor and R1 both followed Ram and
Henry inside, trailing behind in silence.


“That’s my room in there.” Henry pointed to a doorway. 


Ram poked his head inside and found a dormitory with two rows of
three massive bunks. “It’s very nice, Henry. Very spacious. We were expecting
more subjects?” 


“They were prepared for up to six subjects from our program,” R1
said, while Monash scowled behind her. “Six g-couches in the launch ship, six
berths on this vessel, and multiple staff from Omega.”


“What went wrong?” Ram asked her.


“It is not your concern,” Monash snapped. 


“It was not any one thing,” R1 said. “There were multiple
failures. Such things are expected to some extent in complex systems.”


“Overly complex systems, maybe,” Ram said. 


“Perhaps,” R1 said. “But you understand this program was designed
and implemented at an incredible speed under enormous pressures. We were being
invaded. We did not have time to arrange everything as we would have liked.
Whatever criticisms you may have of our systems, I can assure you that there is
nothing we did not think of at the time.”


“I’m not criticizing anyone. It’s just… it seems like these are
the most important… schemes… ever in human history and there are always so many
problems.”


Monash scoffed. “You have no idea. You have no idea at all! You
are merely a subject. You are a product of our systems and you think to
stand before me and lecture me on my failures? You don’t understand that we are
beyond the cutting edge here. These damned orbs have pushed us beyond our
limits and yet we rose to the challenge each time, did we not? We are here, are
we not? You are a backup of a backup of an experimental line. And you think
yourself worthy of questioning me. Ha! Do not question me. You would not even
exist if it were not for me and my colleagues.”


“Alright, there, Doctor Monash.” Henry held up his hands.
“Alright, now. That’s enough, now.”


Monash scowled. “Look what you’ve done now, you’ve gone and upset
Henry.”


“I’m not upset, Doctor Monash, I just think we would all feel
better if we took a moment to—”


Monash strode toward Henry. “Do you understand that I made
you?”


Henry sighed. “Of course I do.”


“Do you? Do you really? Well then, I think you should show some
respect. Come with me. Come away with me now, you are already late for your
fifteen-hundred post-exercise meal. I can smell it, they have delivered, come
with me and we shall eat and discuss this evening’s lessons.”


Henry smiled at Ram as he left, following Monash into another
room. 


“Is there something…” Ram said, addressing R1, “something wrong with
him?”


“With Henry or Jacob?” R1 said. 


Ram smiled nervously. “I can see quite clearly that Doctor Monash
is… in some way suffering from mental health issues. But I meant Henry. He does
not seem like a warrior. But more than that, is he… I don’t know. Is he… slow?”


“Far from it.” R1 sighed. “But I know what you mean. Please, Ram,
come with me.”


He followed her into a smaller room with nothing inside but an
empty table and an array of chairs set before a wall which was filled with a
black screen. R1 turned the screen on and flicked through a series of images
before choosing a video. It showed Henry in a vast arena, crouched low,
advancing on a massive Hex skittering around with its legs splashing in shallow
water. 


“This is an Avar recording,” Ram said, recognizing it at once.


R1 simply watched and Ram did, too.


On the screen, Henry darted forward across the arena with his huge
hands up. He moved so fast that he was almost a blur.


But so did the simulated hex champion, skittering forward on its
sixteen spindly tentacles where they clashed together. As Henry grasped at the
bulbous thorax above the legs, the hex ducked low, splaying some legs out,
folding others up.


Henry twisted away, fending off the attacks that came at him with
desperate slaps until one got through and pierced his arm, and then another and
more, before Henry fell as the hex speared him and sliced him into minced beef.
The recording froze with the hex over Henry’s bloody corpse, its tentacles
inside him and others raised in the air, curved like whips. 


“So he’s fast,” Ram said. “So fast I can barely see it. But the
hex is faster, is that it?”


R1 wiped her lips with her index finger. “This recording was
played back at seventy-three percent speed to allow us to make out what was
happening.”


“He can move faster than the eye can see?” Ram said. 


“Faster than your eye can see, yes. Mine too.”


“And the hex is faster still?”


“No. That is, we’re not certain what it’s upper limit might be.
The tips of the two razor tentacles and the two venom tentacles, when whipped
through the air in this way, certainly move faster than any part of Henry.  But
the overall motor speed of the upper limbs between the first and second joints,
are in the same range that Henry can manage.”


After a moment, Ram realized she meant that Henry was as fast as
the hex. 


“So what is it, then? Why can’t he win? Is it the hex poison from
the venom spikes?”


“Henry has been engineered so that his physiology automatically
counteracts the hex alkaline toxins without immediately impacting his
performance. It will still hurt like hell and if he gets stung enough it will
kill him but it will take a few minutes. Which is longer than he usually lasts
in the arena. So, no, it is not that the toxins slow Henry down and cause him
to lose. He also loses the simulations when he is not struck by the pair of
venom spike tentacles.”


“Maybe he should use the smokescreen to cut a limb into a spear
and use that to kill the hex?” 


R1 smiled. “The Rama Defense does not work on the hex, sadly. Not
in simulations and not in practice. Before we were cut off, the combat trainers
gathered data on the strength of the hex carapace. It is remarkably resistant
to puncture due to its structure. The only things that have a chance is the hex
venom spikes but even they are likely to snap or fail to penetrate. It is
hypothesized the spikes evolved to kill prey animals rather than for attacks on
each other. However, the bladed arms do cut into the carapace. They are sharp
with molecular precision but also the shape of the blades provides precisely
the right cutting profile to penetrate the carapace of the thorax. That is what
dictated the combat trainers’ development of these strategies.” 


Ram nodded. “When did you lose your combat trainers? Early on, I
assume?”


“Some, yes. Others we lost more recently. Two in training
accidents. Henry has been trained since day one on how to fight and his
training was intensive and practical.”


“So, it’s your techniques, then. The strategies formulated in
Outpost Omega just aren’t cutting it.”


“Perhaps,” R1 said, nodding. 


“But you don’t think so,” Ram said, peering at her. “And yet
you’re too… embarrassed? To say what you do think.”


R1 came and sat beside Ram. “Henry has been engineered to do this.
He’s been trained to do it. He wants to do it with everything in his being. He
is a very conscientious man.”


“Okay, well, that’s good.”


“No, it’s not.”


“It’s not?”


“He scores very high on conscientiousness. That means he is
organized and dependable, displays self-discipline and acts dutifully and he
knows that his duty is to achieve our program parameters and ultimately defeat
the enemy champion.  So, while that can make him a pleasure to work with and
just be around generally, his high conscientiousness makes him overly focused
and somewhat rigid in his approach. He has a high preference for planned over
spontaneous challenges.”


“His lack of creativity.”


“Correct. You, for example, do have a strong sense of duty but you
dislike anyone having authority over you. This combination is often found in
the military in senior officers who continue to climb the ranks. Your lower
conscientiousness means you can approach problems with flexibility and
spontaneity, which is an advantage in the kind of small unit engagements you
excelled at in Avar and, I understand, in your subsequent short UNOP Marine
career, as well as your victory over the wheelhunter champion. Henry would not
have thought of burning his arm bones into a spear.”


“So I’m the perfect balance, right? That’s great.”


“Your lower conscientiousness also manifests in your abuse of your
body.”


“What abuse?”


“Your addictions to food and to Avar, your relaxed attitude toward
personal hygiene, and your repeated avoidable injuries in combat.”


“Avoidable? I was lucky to get out of all those fights alive. It’s
a miracle I’m even standing here.”


“I agree. You place your physical self in excessive physical
danger because you have a relaxed attitude to your personal safety and to your
long-term survival. But it is something that you can work to counteract, if you
wish to do so. We would certainly do better with you in the program long-term,
if such a thing was possible. In the short term, however, we need you to help
with Henry.”


He looked at her and spoke softly. “You know, you’re not like any
Artificial Person I ever heard of before.”


“No, I am not.”


“Alright, well, what is it that you want me to do?”


“Draw it out of him. Encourage him to bend and to break the
rules.”


A sound behind him made Ram turn in time to see Monash and Henry
opening the door. 


“You’re watching my training?” Henry said, grim-faced. “Do you not
think it’s any good, Lieutenant Seti?”


“I think you’re a wonder, Henry. I’ve never seen anything move so
fast in my entire life. I almost feel sorry for that filthy hex bastard. He
won’t know what hit him.”


Henry grinned and looked down at Doctor Monash. His face fell. 


“You’re encouraging him to break the rules, R1?” the doctor
stepped closer to her, glaring. “These rules are in place for a reason.”


R1 lowered her head and her voice. “You know it needs to be done,
Jacob.”


He glared at her and opened his mouth to argue before Ram slapped
his hands on the arms of his chair and stood up. 


“Alright,” Ram said, grinning. “I’ll do it.”


“Do what?” Henry asked, half smiling. 


“I’ll take over your training.”
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“Thanks for coming, everyone,” Ram said. “I think it’s important
we get to work right away but I wanted to get everyone together so we all agree
on what’s going to happen now.”


He looked around the room. Lt. Commander Xenakis lounged in her
chair. Henry hunched over on his stool at the back of the room. R1 sat upright
with her hands in her lap, her expression open and expectant. Doctor Monash sat
folded on his chair, legs crossed and his hands jammed under his arms. Next to
Ram sat Sergeant Stirling and on the other side of the room by the door, Red
leaned his bizarre alien body on the wall, as if he was relaxing in a bar. Also
in the room was the ship’s small medical team, 


“I have asked Sergeant Stirling here and our nonhuman team member
Red to join me so they can provide their expertise.”


Monash scoffed and muttered under his breath. “Expertise.”


“Yes, sir, that’s correct,” Ram said, smiling. “Stirling is
subjectively youthful but in his short life he has amassed an enormous amount
of experience in combat training and actual combat experience. I believe much
of that generalized expertise will prove invaluable, especially in terms of the
mindset necessary for achieving military excellence.”


Lt. Commander Xenakis raised her hand. 


“Yes, Captain? Er, you don’t need to raise your hand you know,
you’re in charge.”


“You’re not bringing in Private Fury for this? She’s been fighting
the Hex since they first attacked, in boarding actions and in base defenses and
God knows what else.”


Ram nodded. “And when I have specific questions I will be sure to
ask for her insights but she doesn’t have the right temperament for this kind
of program.”


Sergeant Stirling crossed his arms. “He means, Captain, that
Fury’s a surly, short-tempered, misery guts and she’ll just make every one of
us miserable before she quits or we dismiss her. You know, Private Fury is an
interesting mixture. I don’t know if you know this but Fury worked in
anti-terrorism in her youth and she was tasked with assassinating a terrorist,
requiring her to lay without moving for—”


“Now’s not the time, Sergeant.”


“Yes sir.”


“We will use Fury as a resource, just as we will use anything and
everything that we can between now and zero hour. And that’s why we have our
good friend here.” Ram held out a hand, indicating the giant alien in the corner.
“Red has extensive knowledge of the Hex because his, er, his people have been
at war with them for a long time. And so Red will impart his wisdom especially
with regards to the Hex mindset, if they have such a thing.”


Monash huffed. “You’re attempting to gain insight into an alien
species through the filter of another alien species who we can barely
understand. It is a fundamentally flawed approach even in theory, let alone in
practice.”


“We’re going to do it anyway. And I think you’ll find you will understand
me perfectly well, doctor. Just as I understand you.”


Monash uncrossed and re-crossed his arms. “No, you most certainly
do not.”


“I am grateful for your insights and opinions, doctor. You are the
most intelligent person on this ship and I value everything you say highly.”


Monash eyed Ram suspiciously. “Well… that’s good, Mr. Seti.”


“In taking over the senior position of the Omega Program, I am
helping to free up Doctor Monash and his assistant R1 so that they can focus on
the work that literally nobody else can do. I think it would make sense if
Doctor Monash would continue to monitor Henry’s physical performance and work
on the incremental improvements that will ensure we get every possible fraction
of performance we can.”


Monash frowned. “I can do much more than just that.”


“You can and you will, of course. We will have plenty of
challenges to overcome and your brilliance is key to so many of them.” Before
the doctor could reply, Ram plowed on. “R1, you’ll continue to assess Henry’s
mental health and provide psychological support which I know for certain Henry
values highly.”


“I do,” Henry said from across the room, smiling. 


R1 smiled and lowered her head. Her cheeks flushed which was not
something APs did, as far as Ram knew. 


“And we’re drawing up changes to the program at this moment which
we will begin implementing right away. Soon we’ll look at all aspects of
Henry’s training with fresh eyes and with an open mind. We’ll be looking at
Henry’s nutrition, his body mass and energy expenditure and consider changes to
his diet.”


Monash huffed. “Everything has been precisely calibrated after
literally decades of—”


“Yes indeed, it has, and perhaps we will change nothing.
Certainly, we will change nothing that needs changing. We are not here to
tinker with things unnecessarily and we have no ulterior motives and nothing to
prove. We have no ego at all, do we Sergeant Stirling?”


“Not me, sir. I am the very essence of humility.”


“And you, Red?”


“What is an ego, sir? I am afraid that you will have to explain
the concept to me.”


“We do however expect to be using your services more often,” Ram
said, pointing at the medical staff. 


That made most of the people in the room sit up straighter. 


“You’re going to injure Henry?” Monash said, his voice
rising in volume and pitch. “You can’t risk putting him out of action, he’s our
last hope, our only hope! We can’t get him to the arena on Orb Station Alpha
only to have him too injured to fight to his fullest potential.”


“What’s the difference?” Ram said, staring down at Monash. 


The room was quiet. 


The doctor scowled. “What’s the difference? What’s the difference
if Henry is too injured to fight in the arena? What in the world do you mean,
what’s the difference?”


Ram shrugged. “Well, Doctor, he’s not at his fullest potential
now, is he.” He let the accusation hang in the air. His line of attack was a
risk as far as Henry’s mental health was concerned but he wanted everyone to
understand the reasons for the changes, most of all Doctor Monash and Henry
himself. “I’ve seen the numbers. We all have. Let’s not deny reality, shall we.
Let’s get it out in the open. Let’s all understand where we are at this moment.
We need to all understand that with his current performance trajectory, Henry’s
chance of success is close to zero. So, as I say, if we push him so hard that
he gets injured then what’s the difference?”


“They said that about you, if you’ll recall,” the doctor snapped.
“When you were about to step onto Orb Station Zero, you were averaging below a
one percent chance of success in some reports by your team. What if you had
also been badly injured by a desperate and unprofessional team? One percent
chance of victory!”


“And they had worked like crazy to get my chances up that high.
Now,” Ram paused and pointed across the room. “Henry has everything he needs to
win. The Omega Project has been a stunning success. They have engineered the
perfect weapon for defeating whatever hex champion that comes scuttling across
that arena. Perfect. Look at him. I want everyone to turn around and look at
Henry. Go on, look at him.”


All the heads swiveled and faced Henry. He looked back at Ram with
eyes full of apprehension but with a determined expression on the rest of his
face. “He’s perfection itself. It’s we who are failing. It’s we who are
failing him. So, yes, there will be some changes necessary. We might
have to patch up a few wounds and clean up some blood. Some of it will probably
be mine.” A few nervous chuckles bubbled up and Ram moved his pointing finger
around the room, smiling just a little. “Some it may well be yours.” The
laughing died away into nothing. “But all our blood and broken bones and our
hurt feelings and wounded pride mean nothing. Nothing at all. We’re going to do
whatever it takes to make sure we are all as perfect as Henry. And when we do
that… which we will… I know we’re going to win. I know it.” He grinned. “After
all, I’ve been here before.”


Ram winked at Henry, clapped his hands and told everybody to get
on with their duties. 


“And if you have any questions, any issues, concerns, or any
ideas, whether you think they’re crazy or not, then you come to me or Sergeant
Stirling. One of us will always be on watch. Thank you very much.”


While they filed out, Stirling muttered in Ram’s ear. “So, I’m an
administrator now. That’s just great.”


“You’re an Assistant Project Manager, Stirling, and it’s a very
important position. Now, go get me a cup of coffee.”


Stirling nodded at the approaching captain before sidling away.
“I’m just going to finish the new training schedule, sir.”


“I think that went quite well,” the Lt. Commander said before
lowering her voice. “I like how you handled our doctor friend. Butter him up
like crazy and then put him in his place. Seems to have worked, though.”


“Doubt it’s anything I said or did. He wouldn’t have achieved
everything he has if he couldn’t see the big picture. No matter how big his
ego, no matter how delicate his mental health, he’s already given everything to
the project. He’ll be okay with sacrificing this, too.”


Some sort of emotion played over her face before she clamped it
down. “Well, we’ll see.”


“Is there something wrong, Kat?”


“No, nothing that can’t wait. I look forward to seeing how you get
on in the next few weeks. Do not neglect your medical appointments.”


“I won’t.”


“We need you in optimum condition as well, you know. It’s
important.”


“I understand, Lieutenant Commander Xenakis.”


She smiled as she left but Ram was in no doubt that she was hiding
something from him. Of course, a commanding officer might keep all kinds of
operational secrets from her personnel but Ram could not imagine what would
elicit that kind of emotional response.


 


***


 


 


“I’ve been lied to before,” Ram said to Stirling as they stuffed
their plates of rice and beans in their mouths in the empty mess hall. They had
worked late finalizing their proposed schedule which would begin in earnest in
just a few hours. 


“You were lied to on the way to the Orb Station Zero,” Stirling
said. “And then we lied to you when your memory was wiped before Arcadia. I can
see why you’d be paranoid.”


“I was lied to all my life. My parents were paid to raise me, a
clone of a constructed genome, born in some lab. When I was living my life,
they were secretly watching every moment of it. Recording it. They never saw me
as human. To such an extent that they cut off my head. Just cut it off. Not
even any warning.”


“Imagine that,” Stirling said. “Cutting off someone’s head without
asking them nicely first.”


“You know what I mean. And even after the victory on the orb, when
they pretended they saw me as human, finally, then they just did it again. They
just wiped my memories of joining the Marines and everything that happened and
they could do it because they still did not consider me human. Or if they did,
they didn’t care.”


Stirling shrugged. “Not exactly the same thing but yeah, okay, I
see what you’re saying. Maybe you should be paranoid. I’m sick of this rice,
you know. So much rice. What is it, four times a week? Five? How about a few
more potatoes, eh?”


“The rice is perfectly fine.”


“Yeah, well you would say that, wouldn’t you. Me, I’m a Scot. And
Scots need potatoes to thrive, everyone knows that. It’s in our blood.”


“Potatoes are in your blood?”


He pointed his fork at Ram. “They most certainly are, sir.”


“Potatoes aren’t even native to Scotland, you know. They came from
the Americas.”


“Oh, for God’s sake, man. The potato has been in Scotland for, what,
seven hundred years, is it? I think that bloody well counts, don’t you? And
besides, we didn’t really thrive until we got the potato, did we?”


“You didn’t?”


“Scotland, a beautiful but harsh land on the edge on an island, on
the edge of a continent. For hundreds of years, we had the brains and we had
the brawn and we had the beauties but we never had the potato. And then we get
it. Some brave Scot goes to Mexico or whatever and he brings back a sack of
them and then what happens?”


“They ate the potatoes?”


“Potato crops yield far more energy per acre than any cereal crop
in our climate, did you know that? Ah, that’s something you didn’t know, well,
it’s true. And what happens then when we get the potato? Population booms and
then… the Scots colonize England.”


Ram frowned. “Did that really happen?”


Stirling scoffed. “We put our king on their throne,
what else do you call it? Then we start colonizing the world, sending explorers
and soldiers and merchants to the four corners of the globe. Then we get the
Enlightenment in Europe, fueled by the Scots people. All the best thinkers of
the Enlightenment were Scots, did you know that?”


“I don’t think that’s true.”


“Bloody well is. Look it up. And then the Industrial Revolution
was created by Scotland, all the best inventors were ours, and we founded
Canada and the United States, that was us, too.”


“I think you might have a biased view of history.”


“Makes you think, doesn’t it. The genetic potential of the Scots
people was there for centuries. Thousands of years, really. But it took the
humble potato to make the Scottish people reach greatness. And when the Scots
reached greatness, we made the modern world.”


“I feel like you have some deeper point,” Ram said. “What is it
you’re trying to say?”


“I’m really sick of this rice.”


“Well, I like it. I just wish there were more of it.”


“You’re Indian, of course you like it. And you’re paranoid because
you’re hungry and you’re not getting enough sleep. So eat up and get to your
bunk, sir.”


“It might be the brain damage,” Ram said. “It might be making me
confused.”


Stirling looked at him while chewing. “Speak to the medics, sir.
They giving you brain scans? In that room off to the side? Well, there you are
then. They’ll spot anything wrong.”


“You’ve had brain scans too?”


“Few times.”


“On the Hereward?”


“Every couple of days, sir.”


“Do you have a medical condition?”


Stirling shrugged. “Just standard procedure for a checkup, they
said. I reckon it’s that rocket launch. Man alive, that was rough. Shook my
brains around up there, probably scrambled them a bit.”


“How do you feel?”


Stirling wouldn’t meet his eye. “I feel fine.”


“Tell me the truth, Stirling.”


“It’s nothing, nothing at all. Just as I said, I feel a bit slow,
that’s all. Hard to remember stuff. And just a few aches and pains.”


“Pains where?”


He shrugged. “Joints, mainly. Joints and muscles. And headaches.
But you know that’s from spending so much time in Henry’s atmosphere. It’s not
good for you. All that humidity. All that heat. Not natural, is it.”


“Have you discussed your theory with the medics?”


“They said it’s nothing. They said I’m fine.”


Ram watched Stirling, who still wouldn’t look up. “Has Fury been
having brain scans?”


“Haven’t asked. No idea. Probably, right?”


Ram put down his fork and stood. “I’m going to speak to Fury.”


“You should get to your rack, sir. Got to look after yourself
first and foremost.”


“I will, soon. And you should take your own advice.”


“I’m feeling fine, sir. I’m completely fine.” 


The Marine quarters were noticeably empty. Quiet. The tiny
compartment had only two bunks, one above the other, and Fury had left Flores’
belongings exactly where they had been. It was almost as though Flores might
come in at any moment and lay down in her old bunk. 


When he came in, he found Fury lying on her bunk with her face
hidden by a small screen she held in her hands.


“How you doing, Fury?”


She answered without looking at him. “Fine, sir.” 


“What are you reading?”


“Autobiography.”


“Yours?”


“A woman who was evacuated off Earth. Later she got transferred to
a station called the Helsinki but the Hex destroyed it. She got away in
time, kept getting moved around. Lost her family along the way. The book’s
called Unwearied.”


“I’ll have to read it sometime. Fury, just a quick question. When
you have your regular medicals, do they give you brain scans?”


Fury put down her pad and sat up on the edge of her bunk. “No,
sir.”


She was staring at him, her lined face implacable.


“You know something, Fury?”


“I’m under orders not to speak of it, sir.”


Ram’s heart started racing. “You’re under orders not to speak of a
secret that you know? Well, I won’t ask you to disobey your orders. But can you
tell me, is it something to do with me?”


Fury’s eyes did not waver. “Yes, sir. With you and Sergeant
Stirling.”


“I know I said I would not ask you to disobey your orders. And I
won’t. But I don’t suppose you would want to voluntarily tell me and I’ll
pretend I found out elsewhere?”


“You should speak to the captain, sir.”


“I will, I certainly will. But is there anything else you can…?”


Fury sighed. “You ever ask why they woke you up two weeks
before the mission? We were on our way for months before then, why didn’t they
wake you earlier so you could train properly?”


Ram’s heart skipped a beat and sweat broke out on his brow. “They
wiped our memories?”


“No, sir. Well, not as far as I know. You were unconscious and in
life support capsules when they brought you on board, as far as I know. We
never saw you or the sergeant until they brought you around. Which was two
weeks before we started our descent. And I never saw you or heard about you or
the sergeant fighting anywhere in the system in all the years in between.”


Ram nodded, trying to control his anger. “I haven’t stopped to
think about it but you’re right, it makes no sense to wake us up so close to
the mission, does it. They did it again.” Ram almost laughed. “The bastards did
it again. But what did they do?”


For a moment, he thought Fury was about to tell him. “You should
talk to Lieutenant Commander Xenakis, sir.”


Ram found himself breathing heavily as he fought to control
himself. “I will. I will.”


She looked up at him warily and he realized he had approached her
bunk and stood over her with his fists clenched at his sides. 


He limped backward. “Well, thank you, Fury. I’ll let you get back
to your book.”


She nodded once, still wary.


Ram walked away, burning with anger. Not only that they had done
it to him again but he had fallen for it. He stopped for a moment, pacing back
and forth in the corridor, fighting to restrain his anger. If he lashed out
physically, he would be restrained, arrested. He did not feel fully in control
of himself but he had to have answers. 


What did they do to me? What did they do?


When he reached the Bridge, the door remained closed. When he
pulled the handle, he realized it was locked. He hammered a fist on the door. 


The voice of one of the officers came from the intercom.
“Lieutenant Seti, please step away from the door.”


“What is this?” Ram said. “You know why I’m here?”


“You seem very angry, “Lieutenant,” the officer said. “Please calm
yourself.”


Ram gritted his teeth. “I am calm.”


“Lieutenant, we can see that you’re not.”


“You’re monitoring me? Of course you are. You can see my heart
rate, my hormone levels, all that?”


“Precisely so, Lieutenant. This is merely a precautionary
procedure devised for our own safety.”


“I’m not dangerous.”


A voice behind him in the corridor caused him to whip around.
“You’re possibly the most dangerous man who ever lived, Ram.”


She stood in the center of the corridor a few meters away. He knew
instinctively he could reach her in four paces, even with his limp.


Instead, he simply spoke, though it was with gritted teeth. “Kat. We
need to talk.”


“I’m afraid we do. Come to my quarters.” She stepped to the side
and indicated that he should join her. 


He limped a step closer. “You’re not afraid?”


She shrugged. “You’re dangerous but you’re not crazy, are you,
Ram.”


He limped another step nearer to her. “They tell me I’m angry.
Maybe you should watch out.”


“You have every right to be angry. Come with me and I will explain
everything.”


With that she turned and walked to her quarters. He strode after
her. She offered him a seat on her sofa in her office but it was too small and
too low for him so he stood while she sat behind her desk.


“It didn’t even occur to me that you would be off duty. My mind…
my mind isn’t what it was.”


She smiled, sadly. “No.”


“I assumed it was the blood loss. The brain damage I suffered in
the launch from Earth. I wonder if that’s true at all or if that’s just another
lie.”


Kat nodded. “You really did experience prolonged blood loss. It
damaged your body and brain. But it only exacerbated a problem you already had.”


“You wiped my mind, did you? I have been conscious all this time,
probably fighting in secret in the system somewhere but for some reason you
wiped my memories before the mission. Or this is a new body and I was killed in
the fighting, is that it? Tell me, what was it this time? I’m such an idiot,
such a trusting idiot. That’s why they had you on this mission. You are a
friendly face. Someone I remembered to be of a rebellious nature. A rule
breaker like me, right? So I wouldn’t suspect you of betraying my trust like
the great military machine had done before. But you’re just a part of that
machine, aren’t you? Of course you are, you wouldn’t have been given command of
a ship like this if not. I’m such an idiot for trusting you, for trusting my
instincts.”


She sighed and looked up at the ceiling and thought a while before
replying. “Once, a long time ago, yes I had a rebellious streak. But I learned
to tame it. Subdue it entirely.” She looked at him again. “You’ve missed so
much, Rama. You don’t know what it was like. So much loss has a way of focusing
the mind.”


“Did I miss so much or did you make me forget? What did you do to
me?”


She leaned forward on her desk. “It’s not what you think. Your
memories were not wiped. You really were unconscious for all those years. On
life support. You played no part in any of it.”


“How can that be so? Why then did you only wake me up two weeks
before the start of such a crucial mission? Why?”


 Kat nodded once, smartly. “You and Sergeant Stirling were
grievously injured. The damage you sustained was severe and permanent, but it
was expected that you could be properly treated at some point in the future.
Your processes were slowed to the minimum and your life support pods were kept
running and carefully maintained. You were shipped between one medical facility
and another during our retreat to the outer system.”


“Why?” Ram asked. “Why bother?”


“You were a resource, in more ways than one. There were multiple
requests for interviews and for information on your condition. It was good for morale
to be able to truthfully say you, the hero of Orb Station Zero, were still
alive and were receiving treatment. Soon enough, after the Hex War, nobody was
really interested in your propaganda value anymore. We had more pressing
concerns, like our survival. But there were multiple requests by various
research projects that wanted to get a look at you.”


“Surely, all the data about me was on file?”


“An abundance of data. Your entire life, every moment of it or
near enough, recorded and measured in every conceivable detail. But there’s no
substitute for the real thing, apparently.”


“What did it matter, though, when UNOP was organizing an
evacuation and fighting a retreat? What kinds of research projects would have
needed my body when my genome is recorded and everything else for that matter?”


“Many kinds, it seems. I wasn’t there for most of it, you
understand, I was serving on ships. But they tell me that there is something
unique about your brain. Or your mind, rather. They have rarely seen a mind
transfer as cleanly as yours from the original body to the new one. Even from
clone to clone, like you did before. There must be some quirk up there not in
the data or perhaps it is in the data but hidden and requiring experimentation
with your real brain, with your real mind, in order to detect. But nothing has
been stable enough for any researchers to get hold of you. You were on the way
to a space station but the station was destroyed by the Hex before you reached
it.”


“Why didn’t they ever wake me up?”


She hesitated and Ram sensed they were getting to the crux of
things. “Your injuries had not healed. They knew that waking you up would lead
ultimately to your terminal decline from various problems related to cell
death.”


“Alright,” Ram said, slowly. “How was I cured?”


“You weren’t.”


Ram sat down on the edge of the sofa. “I’m dying?”


“I’m afraid so.”


“How long do I have?”


“It’s not certain but you are already experiencing the symptoms
and your physical and mental performance is already declining. This will continue
until you are incapacitated and then you will die. I’m so sorry, Ram.”


“What about Stirling?”


“Him too. He was lucky enough to be shipped around most of the
time along with you. He was an experienced soldier but only because he was
packaged up beside you was it that he made it this far. You were an item on the
manifests. Pair of life support pods. Two capsules for the price of one. Lucky
for us.”


“Why bring me out at all, then? Why assign me to such an important
mission?”


“We had an officer, an NCO, and a larger team on route to
rendezvous with the Hereward for the weapon extraction mission. Their
ship got caught up in an action. Stupid, really, the captain should never have
gone to aid the fleet. And so a second team was needed. I’m not sure who put it
all together but we picked up Cooper, Flores, Fury from the Jandamarra,
near Ganymede Station where we collected Red, and then we got you and Stirling
delivered from a base named Shade on Calisto.”


“But we were sick and we had been in stasis for so long. Why did
they think we could do it?”


She shrugged. “After they brought you out of stasis, there were
days of procedures. They administered dozens of treatments of blood
transfusions, stem cells and bone marrow injections and the rest, they told us
you would have up to a month of full function. To err on the safe side, we were
ordered to give it fifteen days between making you conscious and the start of
the mission.”


“We weren’t expected to make it back.”


“Almost no one who tangles with the Hex is expected to make it
back. They have other plans in place for if we don’t make it to the orb on
time. Did they expect you to survive, to make it back here? They expected it
enough to draw up plans for you to support training the weapon. There was some
discussion about keeping you on board while the others carried out the mission,
that way you would be guaranteed to use your month of full function plus
whatever was left to support the training but it was decided your talents as a
small unit commander were best put to use, with the training as a secondary
benefit.”


“And they asked you to lie to me.”


“They ordered me to do so. If you found out, they predicted
that you would resent us, resent me, resent the program. And resent it enough
that it would reduce your effectiveness as a trainer. They said your
personality profile and personal history showed you had a tendency for holding
grudges.”


Ram leaned forward and rubbed his temples. His head ached. Was it
stress, was it psychosomatic, or was it from pain caused by his extensive and
irreversible cell damage? Whatever it was, Ram thought, his head hurt.


“And Stirling doesn’t know?”


“No but I’ll tell him now.”


“I’ll tell him. It’s my duty.”


“We’ll tell him together, then. In the morning?”


“No, call him now.”


She did so and they waited in silence. The minutes stretched and
stretched and Ram thought he should say something but he was too irritated to
think. Or too brain damaged, perhaps. He stalked back and forth in front of
Kat’s desk, dragging his bad leg as he did so. 


A tendency for holding grudges? He thought,
over and over. I don’t hold grudges.


And when he finally arrived, Stirling stepped inside with deep
suspicion on his face. 


When they explained the situation, he said nothing for a long
time. “Explains why my guts have been acting up.”


Ram snorted a small laugh.


Kat looked between the two of them. “I thought you both would be
angrier about this.”


“Why,” Ram snapped, “because my profile says so?”


“Because why wouldn’t you be? I’d be fucking furious.”


“Well, I am angry. I don’t know. Who should I angry at? You? For
following orders? The fact that UNOP treats us like replaceable units? I’ve
already been through this. We’re fighting for our survival here. Nothing else
matters. Not our lives or our morality.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I’ll be dead
soon enough. Why bother spending it angry? We have a job to do with Henry. God
knows, the bastard needs our help. We’ll have to get on with it for as long as
we can.”


When they left her office, Ram and Stirling stood and looked at each
other. 


“Can’t fucking believe this,” Stirling said, shaking his head. 


“Really?” Ram asked. 


“Well,” Stirling said. “Actually, it makes perfect sense. Bloody
bastards, ain’t they. Christ alive. I need a drink. Coming?”


“I’d like that but… Henry starts his training in a few hours and
I’m going to prepare things at the gym. That’s all that matters.”


“Yes, sir. You’re right enough about that. Alright, see you
tomorrow then, sir. We’ll whip that monstrous great lad into shape or die
trying, eh?”


Ram got halfway to the gym deck before the full force of the news
hit him.


I am dying slowly. I am going to die slowly and horribly. 


He had already begun to break apart and his mind was never going
to get better, only worse. He found himself leaning one hand on the wall. Pain
in his leg stabbed higher up into his lower back and he eased himself down to
the floor where he sat with his head in his hands. He didn’t realize he was
weeping until he wiped his cheeks. 


“For god’s sake,” he muttered and forced himself to his feet. He
did not have time for self-pity.


There was work to do. 
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“Come on, Henry, you’ve got this one, I know it. Do it just like
we said. Here we go.”


Ram watched on the Avar monitor as Henry approached the simulated
Hex champion. 


Wait for it, wait for it, Ram thought. Hold
on. 


Henry rushed forward ducked under the legs and grasped a handful
of the others, lifting the Hex into the air. Unfortunately, he had failed to
contain the razor legs and they slashed his back to ribbons and stabbed his chest
with deep cuts, one of which tore through Henry’s heart even as they crashed to
the ground. 


Henry was dead. 


“This can’t be good for him,” Stirling muttered beside Ram. “Can’t
be good to die over and over.”


“I went through the exact same thing,” Ram replied, pointing at
the screen. “It worked well enough for me, in the end.”


“Yeah but he ain’t you, sir.”


No, he is not.


Henry came over the comm from his Avar chair in the training room.
“I know what I did wrong, I know it. I went too early. It was just the timing,
that’s all. Put me in again. Run it again.”


“You’ve got to bait it in, first, Henry, bait it in,” Ram said.
“Bait it to launch the razor attacks, when they withdraw them above shoulder
height is when you grab and then pin them when you go for the—”


“I know, I know! I just need to try it again.”


“Alright, alright. Let’s go again.”


While the Avar sim reset, Stirling made notes on his screen,
tapping away and sighing.


“This tactic appears inadequate,” Red said behind him. “To
date it has had a zero percent success rate.”


“Thank you, Red, I am aware of that.”


“Why then must we persist with failure? When I underwent the
superb military training provided by UNOP, one of the key tactical tenets was
not to do the same thing and expect different results. In battlefield terms, it
is often stated as a bad idea to reinforce failure by continuing to send men
and firepower into a losing situation. Another important concept to consider,
which I personally found highly enlightening, is to never—” 


“Red, it’s very important that we all maintain positivity
throughout this process.”


“Forgive me, sir, my understanding is that the affectation of
positivity was for the purpose of the subject’s mental health.”


“Your understanding is correct.”


“But the subject cannot hear us at this moment in time so I was
being truthful, sir.”


Stirling sighed. “The truth is, Red, we should roll your arse down
the corridor.”


“Ha ha, very amusing, Sergeant. You are attempting to hurt my
feelings. The joke, however, is on you due to the fact that I have no feelings,
in the human sense.”


“Being positive, Red, is less about truth or deceit and more about
the spin you put on things.”


“Ha, spin,” Stirling muttered. “Good one.”


Ram ignored him. “You don’t lie to be positive, you just
deemphasize the negative aspects of what you are talking about and emphasize
the positive, do you understand?”


“I understand completely.”


“Alright then.” Ram watched the screen and winced as Henry got
killed again as he went in for the takedown. “Okay, that was good, Henry! You
did everything right, let’s just try it again, okay?”


He sighed. “Sure, Ram, okay.”


Ram muttered to Stirling. “Reset, please.”


“Well done, Henry,” Red said. “You survived for a quite
significant one point four seconds longer than last time before your simulated
decapitation.”


“Er, thanks, Red.”


Ram turned and limped over to the wheelhunter and stared at his
hub. It was impossible to truly glare at a creature that had sensory nodes all
over his huge body. “I’ll be the only one speaking to Henry during these
sessions, alright, Red? And before and after.”


Red seemed to deflate, slightly. “Did I do positivity
incorrectly again, sir? I will do better next time.”


“That’s the spirit,” Stirling said. “Be positive.”


“In fact, Red, I don’t think you should probably speak to Henry at
all from now on, unless he asks you a direct question. You understand?”


“I understand perfectly, sir.”


“You do? Honestly?”


“Honestly? Oh, no, sir, not at all. In fact, I do not
understand but I have found in my experience with you that it is usually best
to simply pretend that I do so. All I need to do is blindly follow your orders
without question.”


“Alright, Red, fine.” Ram sighed. “Henry, we’re going to reset but
this time I want you to rush him at the outset, okay? Just go as fast as you
can and get low at the last moment and blast through. Don’t time it, don’t
hesitate.”


“Really? What about the timing?”


“Well, we have to attempt a wide range of tactics, don’t we? So
let’s try rushing it and maybe it will take it by surprise. But be quick,
alright? Be quick!”


“Got it, let’s do it!”


Ram watched as Henry rushed forward, ducked low and dived forward.
The Hex twisted aside and sliced Henry to pieces. 


“Wow, that was rough,” Henry said, speaking lightly though his
voice was shaky and his heart was racing. His norepinephrine and epinephrine,
estrogen, testosterone, and cortisol, dopamine, and serotonin were spiking into
the red across the screen. “This one’s close to full speed, right?”


Ram glanced at the Hex speed setting on his screen.


It said 62%. 


“Yeah, almost full speed, Henry. Tell you what, why don’t we call
it there for this session and you can get some lunch, alright?”


“Sorry, Ram, I’m really sorry.”


“Hey, don’t you apologize, Henry. You’ve had a great session,
we’ve learned a lot, we’ve got tons of data, and you’ve got so much more
experience. And that’s what this is all about, right? You’re doing great,
Henry, just great. Okay?”


“Okay, sure. Thanks, Ram. You coming for lunch?”


“Ah, you go ahead. Just a few things to go through here.”


“Alright.”


Ram clicked off and sat down, leaning back in his chair. His head
ached and his foot throbbed. Rubbing his belly, he felt how much weight he had
lost. Despite that, he did not have an appetite. The genetic damage to his
cells was started to accelerate and his symptoms, though still manageable, were
continuing to progress. 


“He ain’t got it, sir,” Stirling muttered. 


Ram breathed in through his nose and blew slowly out of his mouth.
“What’s he not got, Sergeant?”


“You know, sir. You know. It. A killer instinct. Some lads
have it, some don’t. Our boy don’t.”


“He’ll get there in the end.”


“It ain’t something you can get, sir. It’s innate.”


“I don’t accept that we can’t do anything. What even is a killer
instinct, really?”


“Well, it’s a… it’s wanting to kill. It’s needing to kill your
enemy when you get the chance. It’s barely controlled brutality. It’s directed
rage. And our boy ain’t got none of it.”


Ram turned to Red. “Does your species have a killer instinct,
Red?”


“My species evolved to be predatory, yes indeed. I am the
product of thousands of years of selective breeding by the overlord species
UNOP designate the warlock. They have a killer instinct like no other.”


“Yeah, so you’re genetically engineered, in part, right?”


“That is essentially correct.”


“And did they tweak your killer instinct up or down or what?”


“Our aggression levels are correlated with our social and
military roles. The engineered champions that you and your predecessors fought
in the arena were highly aggressive by design whereas I and my colleagues were
not so much.”


“So it’s just about aggression,” Ram said. 


“Woah, woah, woah,” Stirling said, holding a hand up. “Someone can
be aggressive but not have a killer instinct, okay? It’s not just aggression,
Red, alright? It’s the desire to fucking murder your enemy. It’s the rage you
need to smash a guy’s face into pulp, twist off his head and chew his brains
out of his skull. It’s not aggression.”


“So, what is it, then? I mean what is it on a biological level?”


Stirling shrugged. “I dunno.”


“Is it definable? Is it measurable? Can it be framed and then
enhanced?”


“I dunno.”


 “Me either.” Ram drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair.
“Let’s ask the experts.”


 


***


 


“So, my question is, doctors. How do you increase a person’s level
of homicidal aggression?”


Ram looked at them. Stirling shifted in his seat beside Ram.
“Killer instinct.”


“We’ll just say aggression for the moment, Sergeant.”


“Yes, sir.”


Dr Monash scoffed. “Henry’s aggression has been carefully tailored
to be the perfect balance between—”


“Testosterone,” R1 said, glancing at Dr Monash. “Testosterone is
one of the many factors that influence aggression and even that is not a simple
matter. For example, the testosterone derivative estradiol, which is a form of
estrogen, plays a large role in male aggression. But adjusting testosterone
levels in combination with other factors facilitates aggression by modulating
vasopressin receptors in the hypothalamus. It’s a very effective tool for a
whole range of behavior modification but it does require constant adjustment.”


Ram rubbed his eyes. The doctor and R1 sat across the meeting room
table from him and neither of them were happy. Doctor Monash still resented
Ram’s usurpation of his authority and R1… she rarely seemed contented. In many
ways, she seemed more human than she did an Artificial Person and yet she
retained the closed-off, unemotional engagement of an AP. 


He needed them. They were experts, they were Henry’s friends and
colleagues, and they were committed. And so he forced himself to be polite and
he tried his best to understand what they were saying. 


“You mean we could implement some kind of constant adjustment of
testosterone like what they did with me, with a driver to modulate my endocrine
system?” Ram said. “I don’t want to go down that road with Henry.”


“Good, because you can’t.” Monash crossed his arms after he spoke,
looking up at the ceiling. 


Ram opened his arms wide. “… because?”


R1 answered for him. “None of us can respond quickly enough during
combat for that to be effective. Henry is operating at an entirely different
subjective perceptual temporal experience to us and no driver could regulate
his hormones and neurotransmitters quickly enough for that externally
controlled intervention to make sense. But we can increase his exogenous
testosterone with regular injections or we can implant him with devices to
release it at intervals or on command. Or we could—” 


Ram waved his hands. “I don’t need to know the details, that’s up
to you. You just come up with a way to increase his aggression incrementally
and controllably and let me know when you’re ready.”


“It’s not that simple!” Dr Monash said, slapping the table. “He’s
not like you, don’t you understand? You and your lines were essentially humans
that were made bigger, stronger, faster but Henry is the most unique human ever
created. He has mutations and gene cluster combinations never before seen. What
works for humans, for APs, for your generation of clone subjects, won’t
necessarily work for Henry. And you know that, R1, you know that better than
anybody.”


“Even so,” R1 said, staring at Dr Monash, “we will find a way.”


“Ah,” he scoffed. “You and your relentless optimism, woman. Where
has that ever gotten you, eh? Exactly, my dear, exactly.”


R1 lifted her chin and pointedly ignored him. 


“We can find a way to increase his aggression but I do not know
how we could instill this idea of a killer instinct. I would argue that the
distinction is in fact merely a perceptual one and in fact once aggression is
significantly high, in the right context, this will result in the directed
homicidal physicality that you are looking for.”


“Fine, so get to work on options with regard to aggression at
least and let me know when you have something that will work. In the meantime,
I’m going to work on Henry’s attitude. I’ve arranged daily sessions with him to
bring his natural aggression out of him. It must be in there somewhere.”


Doctor Monash leaned forward and pointed at Ram across the table.
“You cannot do that, he’s a very precisely tuned instrument and you are not a
psychologist or anything like one. You’ll do more harm than good.”


“I’m sorry you feel that way but that is what’s happening.”


Monash was outraged. “I’ll tell Henry you’re not to be trusted.
That you’re a liar. That you’re incompetent. How well will your little sessions
work then? He trusts me.”


“Please, Doctor Monash, I don’t want to have to keep you separated
from Henry because it’s clear he loves you and trusts you and needs your
support. But if you attempt to undermine me in this or anything else then I’ll
make sure you are cut off. I can’t have you doing more harm than good, I just
can’t.”


He gaped at Ram. “You’re nothing. You were made, not born, you
know that? You were crafted by scientists using my work, by engineers using
methods I developed. You would not even exist if not for me. And you certainly
have no business being in charge here, you do not have the—”


“That ship has sailed, Doctor.” Ram stared at him and held his
gaze. “We’ll cancel our morning meetings until you have something to report
with the work on increasing Henry’s aggression. Thank you for your time.”


Monash began to argue but R1 took his elbow, stood him up and led
him out while muttering platitudes in his ear. She glanced at Ram before she
left and he nodded a thank you to her.


As they walked away, Stirling pursed his lips. “I’m impressed,
sir. Looks like you’re a natural administrator.”


“Shut up, Sergeant. 


“Yes, sir. Can I ask a question, sir?”


“Of course.”


“What’s up with R1? She’s an interesting one, don’t you think?”


“Is that your question?”


“There’s something going on there, it’s obvious.”


“I get the feeling you have a hypothesis that you would like to
advance?”


Stirling shifted forward in his seat and lowered his voice. “I
don’t think she’s an AP at all.”


“What?”


“Come on, it’s obvious! She’s nothing like an AP at all.”


“She doesn’t seem quite human to me.”


“No, that’s right, exactly, she’s really weird but she’s a
scientist, that’s what they’re like. They’re all solitary, uptight, and
neurotic.”


“No they’re not, that’s ridiculous. And she’s not even a
scientist, she’s a lab assistant, designed to assist humans with tedious work
in labs, running boring tests that take hours and days and weeks. But let me
tell you what I think. I think she’s an AP who had her controls removed in
order to create a more effective worker. And she’s been alive beyond an
ordinary AP lifespan. Probably Monash extended her life when all the humans
died. He didn’t want to be alone.”


“Well, that makes sense, I guess but answer me this, then.”
Stirling opened his arms. “Why is she so pretty?”


Ram shook his head. “What do you mean?”


“There’s a reason they don’t make APs physically attractive,
right? I mean, yeah, there’s the black market ones and everything but I’m not
talking about them. Legal ones are made to be unattractive so that people
don’t, you know, get weird about them.”


“Exploit and abuse them.”


“Yeah. People find it easier to remember that APs aren’t human
when they’re not sexy.” Stirling jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “And R1 is
hot.”


“Well, I don’t know about that.”


Stirling placed his fingers on his temples in mimicry of profound
incredulity. “Come on, sir. Come on.”


“She’s not human, Sergeant. I’ve seen her file!”


“Right, and records can’t be falsified.”


“What would be the point?”


Stirling leaned back and sighed. “I dunno. All I’m saying is,
maybe you should ask her out for dinner.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.”


Ram stood up, wincing and rubbing his empty stomach. His head swam
and he swallowed down the rising sickness. 


“Let’s go make a start with Henry.”


“Oh, man. Do we have to?”


“It’s for the greater good.”


“Oh, well, in that case, let’s get on with it.”


They left the meeting room and limped like two old men through the
corridor to the entrance of the training rooms. Opening the doors and stepping
back into that hot, wet air immediately sapped Ram’s will. It was like living
in an artificial rain forest. 


They made their way past the small mess hall and stopped by the
meeting room.


Stirling stooped to peer in the window at the top of the door.
“He’s here already.”


“You ready to be the bad guy, Sergeant?”


“I really don’t want to do this.”


“You’re supposed to be a big scary sergeant.”


“And this is going to be like kicking a puppy.”


“Get a hold of yourself, for God’s sake. We have to break him.
Really break him. Remember what’s at stake here.”


Stirling hardened his face. “I know.”


“Alright, then.” Ram opened the door and ducked inside. Henry
jumped up from his seat in a flash. “Hi Henry, no need to get up, have a seat.
You must be exhausted after this morning anyway.”


He grinned as he folded himself back into his huge seat. “Hi, no,
I’m fine, it’s not a problem I’m not tired at all.”


Stirling scoffed and crossed his arms, leaning on the wall as Ram
sat across from Henry. Glancing at Stirling with confusion, Henry turned back
to Ram, his strange face open and welcoming.


“I’m glad to hear that, Henry. Listen, I’m going to be honest with
you, okay, and then I’m going to ask for your help.”


“Okay.” Henry sounded uncertain.


“You’re failing.”


Henry nodded. “I am, that’s true, I wouldn’t deny that I am but I
know I’ll get there, I just know it.”


“How do you know?”


“Because I’ll work hard, I mean I am working hard but I’ll work
even harder.”


Ram frowned. “So you’re not giving it your all now?”


Henry stared back, eyes wide. “No, I mean I am giving it my all
now but I just need more time to reach the success parameters. I know I’m
getting closer.”


“You’re not, Henry. You’re not getting closer. You’ve stagnated
and that’s why I’ve taken over.”


“Yes, I know that but I mean you’re going to help me get better,
you have already helped me with your training methods and that will continue.”


Stirling scoffed again and Henry again glanced up, this time with
a trace of irritation on his face. 


Ram sighed and made a show of looking at the ceiling. “It’s good
to know you’re feeling positive but positive thinking alone isn’t going to cut
it. If it did, you would be there by now. You’re very conscientious.”


“Thank you.”


Stirling laughed aloud with a single scornful bark and this time
Henry’s irritation was immediate and undisguised. 


“It’s not a compliment, you bloody idiot,” Stirling growled. 


“What are you talking about?” Henry asked, now frowning.


“You are conscientious to a fault, Henry,” Ram said. 


“Meaning what? I care too much?”


“Basically, yeah.”


Henry was confused. “This is the most important thing in the
world, though. How could it be even theoretically possible to care too much?”


“Is it, though?” Ram said, as if he wasn’t sure. “Is this really
the most important thing in the world? I mean, think about it. There’s at least
one more ship on its way to the orb right now.” It was a lie. They didn’t
know any other ship was on its way, that was just the intention and the other
ship, if it existed, was only a backup if their own failed. “We know at least
one more ship is coming. Now, we don’t know what’s on that ship because of the
need to know principle, right? And we don’t need to know. What if we get
captured by the Hex and are forced to divulge our backup plans? But the point
is, there are backup plans in place, Henry. It’s not all on you, right?”


“Right but we’re the first choice. I’m the Plan A. I’m the
primary.”


Ram shrugged. “So we’re told. But how would we know? Would the
captain of this ship tell us the truth if she knew different? I doubt it.”


Stirling growled in the corner. “Definitely not. Fucking arsehole
fleet bitches. Can’t tell you how many times I’ve been lied to. They don’t even
see it as wrong, it’s standard operating procedure for those motherfuckers.”


“I don’t understand,” Henry said.


“Maybe she doesn’t know the truth.” Ram shrugged. “What if there’s
ten ships all heading to the orb right now and we’re number ten on the list?
What if you’re tenth choice?”


“But that’s not…”


“Not what?” Stirling said, sneering and pointing through the wall.
“Not what your little scientist keepers told you? What the fuck do they know?
They never knew anything, they were given orders to build you and the others
like you and that’s what they did. They know what they were told, nothing
more.”


“I hate to admit it but the sergeant’s right. We just don’t know
what the real situation is. We don’t have the big picture.”


Henry was thoroughly confused. “So? What is it that you’re
saying?”


“I’m saying that maybe it doesn’t matter so much if we’re not a
hundred percent. Maybe there’s someone else on the way who is. And anyway, even
if there isn’t, we’ll get another chance in nine years. The situation on Earth
is relatively stable and the population isn’t falling that fast anymore. It
won’t be billions that die if you lose. Millions, certainly, hundreds of
millions, perhaps. And that’s not your fault. It’s everyone who failed before
you. It’s the last guy who fought the hex champion. It’s the UNOP fleet that
couldn’t match the hex ships, it’s our leaders who decided to retreat rather
than contest the Earth. It’s Doctor Monash and the others in Outpost Omega who
didn’t get things exactly right with you. This isn’t your fault.”


Henry’s face was now a hideous scowl. “What didn’t they get
exactly right? Doctor Monash always said I was perfect.”


“Ha!” Stirling shook his head. “Man, you poor bastard.”


“Hey.” Henry said. “What’s your problem?”


“You! You’re my problem.” Stirling stalked forward and jabbed a
finger at Henry’s face. “The Lieutenant’s being kind because he’s a giant softy
like you. He’s saying you don’t cut it, Henry, you just don’t cut it and you
don’t seem to care about it at all. You’ll do better? You’ll try
harder? Give me a break, you sound like a little boy. Which you are. And
there’s no other ships on the way, come on, there’s no way that’s true. No way.
And so it’s not okay for you to fail because the fate of the human race depends
on you and you alone and you don’t give a shit, do you?”


Henry got to his feet in an instant and towered over Stirling.
“You be quiet.”


“Oh, what are you going to do, big boy? You wouldn’t dare—”


Henry balled his massive fists and shook all over.


Ram jumped to his feet and pushed Stirling away. “That’s enough,
Sergeant. That’s enough.”


“He’s weak,” Stirling said as he backed away. “He’s weak and he
doesn’t even know it.”


“I think you better leave, Sergeant and only come back if you have
control of yourself.”


“Yes, sir, I think that’s a bloody good idea.”


Stirling yanked open the door and stomped out. 


“I’m sorry about him,” Ram said. “He’s a warrior through and
through. I mean, he’s usually completely professional but also he’s got a rage
in him that comes out sometimes.”


“It’s a dominance display,” Henry said as he sat down. 


“Oh?” Ram asked, surprised, taking his own seat.


“We learned all about it back in Omega. Doctor Olsen used to teach
us about group behaviors. Back when there was a group.”


“Your buddies died, I’m sorry about that. Must have been rough.”


Henry shrugged. “It was normal. Everyone died in the end, except
Doctor Monash. Was what he said true?” He meant Sergeant Stirling. “You’re just
trying to make me feel better about being a failure?”


Ram did not flinch. “We have to look at the facts here. You are
failing. That’s just the way it is. And you’re not getting better. Not much,
anyway, and not enough. So, you’re not going to make it. You’re not going to be
as fast as they are and there’s not much we can do about that because you’re
already the fastest human who ever lived. You’ve not got the weapons they have
and you’re not going to grow new limbs or sharpen your teeth or fingernails
enough to do damage. And you don’t have the killer instinct that they have.”


Ram broke off and waited. 


“Killer instinct? I was designed to be balanced. Our approach is
about controlled aggression.”


“Uhuh. And how’s that working out for us so far?”


“When I rush in, I get cut up. How can I be more
aggressive?”


“Well, aggression does not equal rushing in. Maybe in some cases
the most aggressive thing to do is wait or to stalk forward, undaunted. But
really they’re just tactics whereas aggression is something that underlies all
that. It’s an attitude that manifests in various ways. And I think we need to
bring yours up a bit. Can you help me to do that?”


“Sure. I can do that.”


“Great. I have a question. Why didn’t you punch Sergeant Stirling
just then when he got in your face?”


“Oh,” Henry smiled. “That was a… a setup, right?”


“No. Stirling hates your guts.”


Henry’s face fell. “He what? Why?”


“He told you why. He explained it quite clearly. He doesn’t think
you have what it takes. I mean, he thinks you have all the physical assets at
your disposal but you’re too weak-willed to do what has to be done. But why
didn’t you hit him?”


“I don’t know, because you can’t just hit people.”


“Why not?”


“Because you can’t. It’s not what we do. And it’s the law.”


“The law?” Ram scoffed. “You think the law applies here? On this
ship? To you? Come on, Henry, you’re the most vital piece of this mission, what
are they going to do, lock you up? Have you executed?”


“No but…”


“It’s just wrong?”


“Yes!”


“It feels wrong to you. Well, I guess it is wrong, I agree with
you. But I have to be honest, if Stirling got in my face like, pointing at me,
saying that stuff to me? Forget rank and rules and the law, I would have
cleaned his clock.”


“You’d have…”


“I’d have knocked him out cold without thinking about it.
Sometimes in life, you just have to punch a guy in the face. That’s normal.
That’s a normal reaction. It’s the truth. And the fact that you don’t know
that, and the fact that you don’t feel that in your guts without even thinking
about it, tells me they didn’t get it perfectly balanced with you.
You’re not about controlled aggression, you’re being held back by conditioning,
by controls. By your conscientiousness. But you’re going to become a mean
bastard and I’m going to help you do it. Can you give me that commitment,
Henry?”


“Yeah. Yeah, okay. Let’s do it.”
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Henry crashed into the hex training dummy, growling as he twisted
the blade tentacle back and forth. The hex machine slashed at him and jammed
both stingers into his abdomen.


Henry flinched and redoubled his efforts, moving so fast his hands
were a blur.


“Break it off, Henry!” Ram shouted. “Break it!”


The tentacle snapped at the joint but not before the pain
overwhelmed Henry and he fell to one knee, brandishing the broken leg overhead.



“Use it!” Ram shouted. “Cut it!”


Henry struggled in the midst of the thrashing legs and remaining
tentacles but he managed to press the blade against the thorax. 


But just for a moment. The warning lights flashed and the siren
blared. The dummy powered down and Henry fell back onto the floor of the
training room, shaking from agony and exhaustion.


The medical team rushed in with their instruments ready.


“Well,” Stirling said, “he came closer.”


Ram held a hand over his eyes. “Close isn’t—"


Shouts filled the training room and the medical team scattered,
instruments flying everywhere, as Henry dragged himself to his feet, growling
with rage. He punched the hex dummy again and again, grasping the flaccid legs
and ripping them from the thorax. 


“Henry, stop!” Ram shouted. “Stop, the program is over, Henry.
It’s finished. You were knocked out, stop it.”


Henry smashed the dummy, pummeling the thorax with such force that
the entire assembly shook. The structure was bolted and welded to a reinforced
section of the ship’s frame but still it threatened to come apart. 


“He’s bloody destroying it,” Stirling said. 


“Someone needs to stop him,” Ram replied.


Stirling turned in disbelief and held an arm out. “Feel free.”


“I must be crazy,” Ram muttered and limped forward to grasp
Henry’s flailing arm. “Henry, you must stop this.”


Stars filled Ram’s vision and he was knocked back off his feet.
The pain hit him and he realized Henry had caught him with an elbow. 


“Stop it, Henry, stop this at once!” Doctor Monash ran forward,
tapping on his screen.


Henry finally stopped, breathing heavily. 


“Oh, Henry, your poor hands!” Monash cried. “What have you done,
you silly boy!”


The doctor led Henry away to the med bay, clucking over his broken
fingers and swollen arms. 


Stirling reached down and helped Ram to his feet. 


“I think my nose is broken,” Ram said, tenderly touching his face.



“You’re lucky he didn’t take your head off.”


“Wouldn’t be the first time.”


They looked at the ruined dummy, hanging on its support arm,
bashed in beyond all recognition. The legs twisted and in tangles.


Both laughed and shook hands, clapping each other on the shoulder.



 


***


 


When Henry’s hands and arms had healed, they put him in against
the Avar program at full speed. 


Ram sat in the chair before the huge screen, while Stirling paced
behind him. Red lurked in the corner, watching silently. The faint whiff of
sulfur wafted from him. 


“Now we’ll see what he’s made of.” 


Ram ran the program. 


Henry rushed the simulated hex, splashing through the shallow
water on the floor of the arena. Ducking low with his fists beside his head, he
blocked the thrashing tentacles, taking the toxic spikes on his arms as the
blades sliced his skull. Moving into close range, Henry twisted and ducked even
lower, coming up in the cluster of the legs. 


“Just like we planned,” Stirling muttered behind Ram’s shoulder.


Henry was caught in the tangle of legs and struggled to free
himself, twisting and pushing up. He started to lift and then tip the hex over.



Stirling grabbed Ram’s shoulder so hard it hurt. 


But the hex wrapped itself around Henry and held on, squeezing
tighter. For all Henry struggled, he could not free himself.


The hex pulled him closer and at the same time sat its thorax down
lower, enveloping Henry further. 


“No!” Stirling muttered. “Get out, you idiot, get out.”


“The enemy will now devour the human champion using its
mandibles.”


“Shut up, Red,” Stirling shouted. 


But it was true. Henry was fed upward into the gnashing mandibles.
The top of his skull was seized and sliced off as Henry screamed in rage. He
was fed deeper into the hex’s mouth. For a moment, he managed to grasp one of
the mandibles with his hand before it was fed into the maw also.


“Alright, I’ve seen enough,” Ram said, turning it off.


From his Avar chair, Henry shouted. “No! Put me back in! I wasn’t
finished.”


“You were finished, Henry. It’s alright, we’ll run it again. You
did well.”


“No,” Henry said, climbing from his chair and striding toward the
control room. “You pulled me out too soon. I wasn’t done yet!”


Henry yanked the door open and strode inside, his face a mask of
rage. Ram jumped to his feet. 


Stirling moved to block Henry and raised his hands. “It’s alright,
son. Plenty more chances yet for you to—”


Henry punched Stirling square in the face. 


The blow knocked him back into Ram and he collapsed at his feet. 


“For God’s sake!” Ram yelled. “Control yourself!”


Henry stared, aghast. “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I’m so sorry.”


Ram bent to Stirling. His face was broken but he had a pulse. “Get
the medics in here. Now!”


“Is he dead?” Henry asked, horrified. 


“Get out, Henry.”


“Did I kill him?”


“Not yet. Get out!”


Henry ducked outside and fled for his bunk. 


“Where are those medics?” Ram shouted. “Come on, Stirling. Hold
on, Sergeant. Hold on.”
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The medical bay lights were so bright they were giving Ram a
headache. He turned them down and leaned back in his chair. 


Stirling muttered. “Is it bad?”


Ram sat up and leaned over Stirling. His face was bandaged but his
eyes were focused. “What do you remember?”


“That bastard hit me.” Stirling licked his lips. “What did he hit
me with?”


“His fist. Your nose was broken.”


“Oh. That’s not so bad.”


“And fractured your maxilla, knocked out six teeth and dislocated
your jaw.”


“Right. Well. I don’t feel so bad, then, considering. Suppose
that’ll be the drugs.”


“They’ve patched you up pretty good. It’s been, I don’t know,
almost two days.”


“What the hell we going to do about him?”


Ram did not need to ask who Stirling meant. “I gave him a couple
of days of intense training. Just trying to burn up some of that aggression.”


“You didn’t ask the docs to turn him down a notch or two?”


“Thought about it. But what’s the point? At least he has a
slighter better chance than he did before.”


“If he can control himself until the big night.”


“We’ll tweak it a bit, I suppose. Keep him occupied.”


“I don’t think I like him anymore.”


“He feels guilty about what he did, if that helps. He wants to
apologize.”


“Bloody well hope so, the mad bastard.”


“I’m sorry, too. This is my fault. I set you up as the bad cop and
had you wind him up all this time. It’s only natural he lashed out at you eventually.
I could have gotten you killed.”


“Well, I’m dying anyway, so what does it matter.”


Ram blew a long sigh and leaned back, wincing. “That makes two of
us.”


“He was right, wasn’t he,” Stirling said after a minute. “He
almost had it there, in that last sim.”


“Almost. He’s almost there, you’re not wrong. He’s got all the
heart in the world but, I don’t know what it is, it’s like once he’s set on a
path of attack, he can’t change course.”


Stirling growled. “Mmm, can’t think on his feet, the lad. But then,
we knew that.”


“We did. But now it’s the final piece of the puzzle.” Ram sighed.
“So, he’s more aggressive. Fine. But what he needs is… creativity. Is that
something you can get in pill form? Can we inject him with creativity?”


Stirling laughed in his throat and winced. “I doubt it. But what
do we know? Let’s ask your girlfriend.”


“What are you talking about?”


Beneath the bandages, Stirling’s eyes wrinkled at the edges. “You
know what I’m bloody talking about.”


“Shut up.”


Stirling growled a laugh again. “Let’s ask her.”


“Yeah, alright.”


“Good. Now, any chance you can send in the nurse with some more
drugs?”


 


***


 


“Creativity is not necessarily always some mysterious emergent
property,” R1 said. “In many ways, creativity is synonymous with problem-solving.
And problem-solving is really what we mean when we talk about General
Intelligence.”


“So, is he just not smart enough?” Ram asked, rubbing his temples.
“Is that it? He’s got the urge to kill now but it’s like he can’t… he can’t
think on his feet when we throw novel situations at him.”


R1 nodded. “We were certain to make all clones as intelligent as
we could, up to a sensible limit.”


“What limit? You didn’t want to make them too smart?”


She smiled. “Of course we didn’t. You don’t want overly high IQ
soldiers, Ram. Very high IQ is correlated with all kinds of negative
personality and health traits like introversion and low testosterone.”


“Yeah but… intelligence doesn’t cause those things, does it?
That’s just correlation.”


She pursed her lips. “You’re right, causes are harder to pin down,
but either way, you create high IQ embryos, you get poor potential subjects, as
a rule.”


“How do you make a clone smarter anyway? Can you do it with
Henry?”


R1 tapped her narrow fingers on her chin. “Gene editing in vivo
is a recipe for disaster. There’s still too much trial and error involved.
Which we can do when we’re dealing with raw DNA and embryos but we can’t risk
mistakes with our only subject.”


“How do you do it to the embryos then?”


“There are a number of ways to engineer an increase in General
Intelligence before growing them. The best way to inject genius into the lines
is to study gametes and use polygenic scoring to identify those gametes which
had the highest frequencies of those variants which are likely causal of
general intelligence. Then we clone the gametes that exhibit the highest
richness in terms of those variants. And those intelligence clusters, which
will have a range of variants, you then include into your line.”


Ram cleared his throat and nodded in what he hoped was a sage
fashion. “So… so you start with sperm and egg taken from real people? I mean,
from natural humans.”


“Ones that exhibit the traits we are interested in, yes.”


“So we’re just jumbled up mixtures of all different people?”


She smiled. “Just like natural born humans are, yes.”


“But we’re not natural. I mean, look at me. Look at Henry.”


“We also manually edit genes and gene clusters and insert them in
order to achieve traits found very rarely or not at all in nature.”


“Like giants.”


She pursed her lips. “Healthy giants. Very large people have all
manner of problems my colleagues and predecessors had to fix. You can’t just
find some magical height gene and turn it up to the maximum. It doesn’t work
that way. Increased mass for example strains joints and the cardiovascular
system. Addressing those problems genetically always leads to the introduction
of all manner of new joint disorders and heart attacks and then you address
those and find you’ve introduced a serious metabolic disorder or a mental
instability. Human beings are the most complicated thing in the universe, that
we know of.”


“What about wheelers and the hex?”


“I’m sure we would find them as complicated as we are, conceivably
more so, but just as likely that they are simpler than we are. All life is
complicated. A butterfly is orders of magnitude more complex than a star
system. And our brains alone, our minds, are far more complicated still.
There’s so much we don’t understand and for all we’ve learned and for all we’ve
accomplished, we still just make as many lines as we can, grow as many embryos
as we can, and take the likeliest of them as far as is possible.”


“What happens to the ones who don’t make it?” Ram said. “Earlier
versions of me, were they grown in artificial wombs, born, and then killed when
they weren’t up to scratch?”


R1 sat up straighter and swallowed twice before speaking.
“Euthanized, yes. Many proved to have developmental disorders that did not
manifest until they reached infancy, or puberty, or later even.”


“And you just killed them?”


R1 placed a hand over her eyes. “Euthanized.”


Ram knew he should probably feel angry about the fact he was
himself the product of such murderous iteration but he felt only sympathy for
the suffering of the woman opposite. “I’m sorry about that. Working so hard on
all those subjects and then seeing them… euthanized. ”


She looked him in the eyes. “… everything we did, every sacrifice
we made, it was for the Project. It was to save humanity. We knew we were giving
up our own to do that.”


Ram crossed his arms and leaned back. “I thought you were an AP.
Why do you feel guilty?”


Her expression hardened. “I do not feel guilty.”


“You seem—”


“Henry is the last of them,” she said quickly. “Out of all the
thousands that failed, that we lost on the way, Henry is the last. And due to
his deficiencies, my failures, he will also soon fail.”


There was no doubt in his mind. She had the blandness of an AP and
yet certainly displayed the emotions of a human. 


“I want to talk about his deficiencies. I know about his conscientiousness
of course. And now we’ve dosed him so much that he’s ready to rip the head off
everyone on this ship, let alone the Hex. But how do we make him creative? Is
it really just a matter of intelligence?”


R1 locked her fingers together on the table. “What makes a person
into an elite level performer, Ram? Into a genius.”


“You’re asking the wrong person.”


“But you are a genius yourself, Ram, I would have thought you
would have some ideas.”


He laughed. “A genius? I don’t think so.”


“Well, perhaps not now with your brain damage limiting you. But
your performance data from your life in simulated warfare and your combat in
the arena certainly suggest you fit the bill. What is intelligence, do you
think?” R1 asked, tilting her head. 


Ram nodded. “I’ve heard that question posed a lot. There are many
forms of intelligence, right? And you can be strong in one area and weak in
others, so I guess we would need to increase, what, creative intelligence—”


“No, not really.”


“No?”


“There is an underlying intelligence called General Intelligence
which tends to cut across all aspects of an individual’s life, so we find
people who display intelligence in one area will tend to display it across all
areas.”


“But some people are good at math and bad at writing, and vice
versa, or they are a math genius but they can’t drive a car or they forget to
put on pants before leaving the apartment.”


“Right, well, you’re talking about different things there. People
have preferences, that’s true. But how many people are there who achieve very
highly in written language but appallingly low in math? I’ll tell you. It’s not
very many. General Intelligence exists and it is important for elites to have
it. It is a prerequisite. Now, Henry does have a higher than average IQ but
that’s not all you need to become an elite in your field or in multiple
fields.”


“But IQ isn’t intelligence itself, is it. IQ is just a test, it’s
not real.”


R1 pursed her lips and lowered her head. “No, Ram, it is a measure
of intelligence. If I took out a tape measure and measured your height and said
you were two-hundred and twenty centimeters or whatever you are, would you tell
me that height didn’t exist because the number was just a number?”


“Wait, is that the same thing?”


“Yes, so intelligence is very important in making a genius. But
why are some people intelligent? What makes them that way?”


“Their genes.”


“In large part, yes. And what do those intelligence genes do?”


“I really have no idea.”


“Well, most differences in intelligence are caused by
myelination.”


“Right, sure. And what is that?” 


“Myelin insulates nerve cell axons to increase the speed at which
information, encoded as an electrical signal, travels from one nerve cell body
to another, as in the central nervous system or, for example, from a nerve cell
body to a muscle. Children grow more intelligent with maturation because
myelination increases into adulthood. The slowing of response times with age
and the decline in intelligence is due to the degradation of myelin.”


“Wait, I’ve heard of all that. Isn’t that what… the captain...
Lieutenant Commander Xenakis had done to her? And other pilots. It’s called
ERANS.”


“Partly, yes, that’s right. Noradrenaline activated temporary
partial myelination was an element of the treatment offered to combat pilots
that increased their reaction times to what is rightly considered superhuman
levels.”


“And that’s what you did to Henry. Only permanently.”


“It’s not that simple.”


“No, it never is.”


“More intelligent brains show faster nerve conduction, less
glucose utilization in positron emission tomography, faster reaction times,
faster inspection times, faster speeds in general, greater circumference and
volume, smaller standard deviation in reaction times, greater variability in
EEG measures, shorter white matter T2 relaxation times, and higher gray-white
matter contrast with magnetic resonance imaging.”


“Yeah, I’m definitely not smart enough to understand what you’re
saying. Geniuses have faster reaction times?”


“Increased myelination in the brain increases brain size, caudal
nerve conduction velocity, and problem-solving performance.”


Ram smiled. “That’s not true. Otherwise all professional athletes
would be, you know, mathematicians and chess masters in their spare time.
That’s not what they’re like at all.”


“You are partly correct, and yet your personal experiences are at
odds with the data on elite athletes. They often have an IQ greater than the
average for their population. But they are also highly specialized, and after
an early age they don’t invest time in learning mathematics or playing music or
anything else. Hence, they may well be remarkably ignorant, generally speaking,
and yet be highly intelligent. Reaction time is correlated with intelligence
but not very strongly at the individual level. And reaction time is important
for athletes but not equally so in all disciplines. There are many other
factors at work, just like making a genius.”


“You’re the expert. So, can we just do that to Henry? Increase his
myelination?” 


“Myelination also partially explains the high glial to neuron
ratio in genius brains and the fact that there is less glucose utilization per
unit volume in large brains. Henry has all this already, genetically speaking.
He is intelligent. He is astonishingly fast. His brain uses fuel efficiently.
But it’s not just these hardware specifications that make a genius. Like you
said, if that were all, we would be swimming in geniuses.”


“So what does make a genius?”


“There are both fast and slow life history geniuses. Fast life
history strategists are people who, through combinations of personality and
biology, tend to be the live fast, die young, have lots of sex and lots of
conflict types who tend to be creative generalists. Slow life history strategists
tend to have few or no children, avoid conflict, and tend to be specialists.
Scientists tend to be the latter kind. So which kind of genius do you think
Doctor Monash is?”


“Slow life history strategist?”


She smiled. “Of course, yes. Investing decades into ever smaller
specializations, digging down ever deeper into niche areas to the extent that
it is difficult for anyone else to understand their work but it allows the
genius to see things others can’t because of the depth of their understanding.
It is creative work but the mode of production is very different, tending to be
low risk and high fidelity. And his co-lead on the project, Professor Marit
Olsen, was a fast life history strategist type. Generally speaking, rather
rarer for this type of genius to be a scientist but they are syncretic and
eclectic, pulling disparate ideas together in a high risk, low fidelity fashion
in a kind of combinatorial novelty generation.  They tend to be musicians,
philosophers, artists, writers, that kind of thing. Unstable types who cut off
their ears or die in duels in their mid-thirties.”


“Like Van Gough.”


“Yes, and scientists like Isaac Newton. And examples of slow life
history strategy geniuses would be Francis Galton, Charles Darwin, Charles
Babbage, Lord Elgin, James Clarke Maxwell, Albert Einstein, people like that.”


“Einstein, sure.”


“And what sort do you think you are, Ram?”


“I’m hardly in the same league.”


“No, you’re not at all but you need not pretend modesty with me. I
have seen your personality profile. I know you will be feeling delighted to be
called a genius. And the fact is, it’s true. We most often hear of military
geniuses at the level of very high ranking field commanders but of course there
has always been genius military tacticians at every level. Mortality is far
higher below a certain level, sadly, and their fame far lesser, but in genetic
and performance terms, they are there all the same. You may find slow life
history strategy military geniuses but the need to think quickly and widely
means you tend to be fast life history strategists and in fact these kinds of
people usually have higher than average levels of testosterone.”


Ram sighed, close to laughing. “Alright, so I’m a high
testosterone fast life history strategy small unit commander military genius?”


“That’s right.”


He laughed. “And Henry is the slow life history strategy genius?”


“No, Henry is not a genius at all. He doesn’t have either the
creativity or the pathological drive to succeed to be considered so.”


“Oh,” Ram said, his smile dying. “But we increased his
testosterone and now he’s super competitive.”


“Now he has high testosterone levels and he has powerful urges to
fight, to do violence, and to win.”


“So, where does the rest of it come from?”


“Ah, now. That’s the question isn’t it. Early life experiences,
environmental conditions. Everything has to line up just right. Biological
potential in all the right combinations, plus the perfect environmental
conditions, acting on a single individual to create these outliers. In Outpost
Omega, we did our best to create both but we failed.”


“So, it’s too late for Henry?”


“Too late for him to ever be considered a genius? I would say so,
certainly. Can he still win in the arena despite not being a genius? I don’t
know, that’s your area.”


“I don’t need him to be a genius. Just to be more creative. Didn’t
you guys develop that side?”


“Of course we did. We had other subjects who were more creatively
inclined but sadly they died.”


“Accidents and illnesses, right? How did that affect Henry?”


R1 wiped the corner of her eye. “He was largely unaffected, as far
as we could tell. They all knew each other as rivals and while there was a
certain camaraderie there was intense competition. Henry is a dutiful soul and
conscientious but he is not overly kind. He is not overburdened with empathy.”


“Maybe that’s it, then. Or part of it.”


“What do you mean?”


“The ability to empathize doesn’t just mean you can understand the
emotions of people you care about, it’s also a means to better understand your
enemy. Could it be that he’s not understanding the Hex enough to predict its
behavior.”


“Possibly but which of us really understands the Hex? Our
simulations are based on observed behaviors and biomechanics only, not their
deeper motives.”


“You never looked into that.”


“We had the data we had and no more. Speculation hardly seems like
an efficient use of resources.”


“Maybe for you back then. But I have someone to ask now. Maybe you
can help me to prepare?”


“The prisoner you brought back from Earth? I thought he had already
been questioned.”


“He has, at length. A waste of time, I’m told and they’re going to
hand him over to UNOP Intelligence first chance they get. But you and me, R1,
we’ll try to crack him.”
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Ram stood in center of the meeting room as the XO, Lieutenant
Blackman, and an ensign, both armed, escorted the prisoner in.


“Oh, it’s you,” the Wayfinder said when he saw who awaited him. 


Ram said nothing as the prisoner was shoved into the chair and his
restraints secured to the table with brutal swiftness. Lieutenant Blackman was
an active and capable XO but the crew respected rather than liked him, for good
reason.


“You cannot keep me in these conditions,” the Wayfinder said,
looking between the XO and Ram. “It has been months, I believe, in solitary
confinement. I have not been permitted to exercise properly. And the diet is
appalling. Believe me, I will be making a complaint regarding my treatment.”


“Oh yeah?” Lieutenant Blackman said, sneering. “Who you going to
complain to, traitor?” With that, he slapped the man across the back of his
head. 


The ensign and XO stood back. Lieutenant Blackman glanced at Ram
and it was clear he wanted to stay. Ram shook his head and the XO scowled.


“I’ll be seeing you soon,” Blackman said to the prisoner. “And
then the gloves will come off.”


“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Ram said.


After a moment’s hesitation, the XO and the ensign left the room,
closing the door behind them.


Ram looked down at the prisoner. “What can you tell me about the
hex?”


The prisoner sniffed. “The who?”


“Don’t be coy. You know I mean the hexadecapodiformes.”


He lifted his nose in the air. “I refuse to refer to them by that
ridiculous label that you have assigned to them.”


“I didn’t assign it.”


“By you, I of course mean you. You unenlightened humans.”


Ram nodded. “That’s us is it? Unenlightened.” He pointed at the
prisoner. “And that would make you enlightened, is that right?”


The man smiled. “Certainly it is.”


“So, would you enlighten me?”


He scoffed. “If you truly wished to be enlightened, I would help
to lead you on that journey. And yet you are obviously utterly insincere. You
are attempting to make a connection with me so that I will tell you something
that you need to know. Well, it will not work. Not at all.”


“I swear that I really do want to understand.”


He looked at Ram, tilting his head. “Understanding is not enough.”


“What else do I need to do?”


He smiled. “You don’t need to do anything.”


Ram scratched the corner of his eye. “So, how can I become
enlightened, like you?”


The man leaned forward and looked up at Ram through his black
eyebrows. “First of all, you need to be honest.”


“I am being honest with you. I really do want to see things like
you see them.”


He licked his lips and smiled slightly. “Not be honest with me.
Be honest with yourself.”


“What am I lying to myself about?”


“The fact that you are in awe.”


Ram could not suppress his smile. “I am?”


“You are. We all are. Every one of us.”


“Us? So you’re one of us now?”


He sighed. “Us meaning every sentient creature in this galaxy. We
are all stricken by the majesty of it.”


“Of the orb stations?”


He smiled as if genuinely amused. “Such a pedestrian term, isn’t
it? I wonder if that was a form of defense mechanism on the part of the
bureaucrats who named it in order to control the awe that they felt upon
discovering the sheer power of these magisterial wonders.”


“What a fascinating insight. Can you tell me, what did you do for
a living before the hex showed up?”


The prisoner shifted in his seat. “I was unenlightened.”


“Oh?” Ram said. “What was it that you did for work?”


“It is utterly irrelevant.”


“I can tell by looking at you that you’re not a manual labor type.
You weren’t a builder or a plumber or anything useful. You’re fairly well
educated, I mean that’s obvious from the way you talk. But I would also guess
that you’re not as clever as you think you are. Can I start guessing?” 


 “What is the purpose of this?” He smirked and wagged a finger as
best as he could with his hands restrained. “You are not being honest, are you,
sir.”


Ram spread his arms. “I’m just trying to get to know you better.
I’ll tell you everything about myself from before all this if you tell me about
yourself before the invasion, how about that?”


The prisoner sat upright. “Our individual selves are unimportant
when compared to the Temples of the Gods.”


“The Temples of the Gods, is that what you call them?”


“It is what they are. Even someone as unenlightened as you can see
that, surely?”


Ram pointed at him. “No, certainly not a builder. You’re not…
earthy enough. You’re too bitter for that. Did you ever meet a builder who was
bitter? Of course not, their job is creating places for people to live and work
and even if you don’t like the work, and it’s hard work, you’re not going to be
bitter about it. So, I think, maybe… you were a… janitor, right?” Ram stared,
looking closely for a reaction. “I get a janitor vibe from you. But not one of
those janitors who do their job diligently, I’ll bet. Not the guys who look
after a building and the people that use it with a vague sense of duty and
maybe even pride in their work. You were one of those who resented being forced
to clean toilets because you thought you were better than that. Your bitterness
comes from being a small man all your life when in your heart you knew you
deserved respect. I’m right, aren’t I?”


“You are completely wrong. I never cleaned a toilet in my life.”


Ram shrugged. “Right, of course. Cleaners clean toilets and you
were never a cleaner. You had limits, after all. You did manly work, like
polishing floors and mending windows, right?”


“What game is it that you are playing here? Whatever it is, it
won’t work.”


“No game. You’re a traitor to humanity, of course, and perhaps you
detect some latent hostility and maybe contempt I have for you but I really
would like to understand. I want to be enlightened.”


“Why?”


“Why what?”


“You claim to want to understand and to become enlightened but I
know the truth. Like other military types all you want is strategic information
and insights into the Humbled.”


“The Humbled is your name for the hex.”


“It’s an approximation of their name translated into English, yes.
But their true name is naturally unpronounceable with human anatomy.”


“You wish you were one of them?”


“I am one of them.”


“You think you’re an alien?”


“I am human. I would say I am as human as you are but I suspect I
am far more human than you are. But I am also one of the Humbled. I am humbled
before the majestic Gods of the Spheres.”


“The Temples of the Gods or the Gods of the Spheres, which is
it?””


“The Temples are the orbs, sir. The Gods are the gods themselves.”


“Ah, I see, but are the Temples the Spheres? What are they,
temples or spheres?”


“What makes you think they are the same thing?”


“Okay, maybe it’s lost in translation. So, the Temples are just
their ships and the gods are the pilots?”


“It’s understandable that you mock what you don’t understand.”


“So help me to understand.”


“When you start being honest.”


“Ask me anything you want and I’ll give you an honest answer.”


“You are the champion Rama Seti, are you not?”


“I am.”


“Are you a clone of his?”


“I’m a clone, sure. But I’m also me.”


“You died in the Temple, no?”


“And was reborn in a new clone body with my old mind fully intact.
So I am me.”


“But then you died in combat on Arcadia.”


“You’ve got a good memory. I was gravely injured, yes. And yet here
I am.”


“Are you sick?”


“Yes, I am.”


“What’s wrong with you?”


“I am suffering from a kind of irreversible cellular degradation.
My DNA and other molecular structures in my cells are damaged beyond repair.”


“How long do you have?”


“Unknown at this time. Weeks, perhaps months.”


“They’re treating you for this?”


“Regular blood transfusions and stem cell injections and all
manner of gerontological treatments. That’s the reason I’m able to continue to
function so well but there will come a point when my systems start to collapse
and there’ll be nothing to stop it.”


“You’ll die.”


“Oh yes.”


“Horribly, I would imagine.”


“For sure but between you and me…” Ram leaned forward and lowered
his voice. “I’m going to break into the armory, steal a weapon of some kind,
and shoot myself in the head while I still can.” Ram sat back. “Don’t tell
anybody.”


“Who am I going to tell?”


“Can’t you communicate with… you know…” Ram pointed at the
ceiling. “The Gods of the Spheres?”


“It doesn’t work like that.”


“You can’t… pray to them?”


“You can if you like. But how would they hear you?”


“I don’t know. Because they’re gods?”


“They’re not gods in the way humans think of gods. Or of God.”


“What are they?”


“Beings of some kind that exist in some form or other. More than
that can’t be said.”


“So you and your humble friends have no more idea than we do about
the Orb Builders, okay, cool.”


“Your flippancy is an attempt to reign in your fear.”


“I’m not afraid.”


“You are in awe. An element of awe, along with wonder, is fear.
More than that, it is terror. And it is well placed.”


“What am I terrified about?”


“You admitted it to me a moment ago without even meaning to do it.
You are afraid of the Gods. You call them Orb Builders, another absurdly
pedestrian description, surely you agree.”


“Well, you know what these bureaucrats are like. They try to keep
value judgments and, well, awe, out of their naming conventions. It’s
descriptive, isn’t it, for a hypothetical alien civilization that constructed
the orb stations and sent them out and that controls them. Bureaucrats,
scientists, politicians, they’re not going to call them the Gods of the
Spheres, ever. That’ll never happen.”


“They will one day. When all of us come to see the truth.”


“Tell me about them.”


“No. You are not willing to hear the truth.”


“Alright, tell me about the Humbled, then. That must have been
strange, being captured by them and indoctrinated, right? How about that?”


“Again with the flippancy. And again it is because they frighten
you.”


“That’s true, I’m not afraid to admit that the Hex scare the
living shit out of me. Sixteen legs… or tentacles. What do you call them, do
you call them legs? I call them legs but some of the crew here call them
tentacles. Some crazy few call them arms but that’s just insane, isn’t it?
Arms, please. What do you call them?”


“I don’t call their body parts anything at all.”


“Yeah but come on, in your mind, deep down, when one of them
reaches out and prods you with one of its limbs, with one of its appendages,
its protrusions, do you think, eww, it touched me with its… go.” Ram pointed at
him.


“If you’re hoping to get an emotional reaction from me then keep
hoping. It’s not about the Humbled. My work is about preparing humanity for
joining the Humbled and for ultimately joining the Gods of the Spheres.”


“Joining them, like in death? How does that work?”


“You wouldn’t understand.”


“They didn’t tell you, huh?”


“All has been revealed to me but I am unable to pass on sacred
knowledge to the uninitiated, you understand that, surely.”


“Okay, I get that. There’s levels to this thing and I’m down here
and you’re up there, right? So, how do I get to where you are? There’s a
membership fee, right? How much do I owe you?”


“If you believe you’re being amusing, think again. If you intend
to anger me, I assure you, it won’t work.”


Ram pursed his lips. “Seriously, how much to just bump me up to
the top level?”


“I see through you. I see your fear.”


“Is that right?” Ram smiled. “What am I afraid of?”


“You fear death.”


Ram grinned. “How very perceptive of you. Did the Hex tell you
that humans are afraid of dying or did you figure that one out for yourself?”


“You fear truth. You’re afraid I might actually know something
that you don’t.”


“I’m certain that you do. I’m just thinking you’ve been
brainwashed into an alien religion but I actually really, truly want to know if
you do have any insights into the nature of reality, into the origins of the
Orb Builders. I want to understand the Hex and why they believe this stuff.
That’s the truth, can you tell?”


“But why? Why do you want to know? What are your intentions?”


“Lots of reasons. Pure curiosity. Existential fears for myself and
for my people. And I really want to know the best way to kill the Hex.”


“The Gods will decide who lives and who dies.”


“I know. I’ve been there.” Ram watched the man opposite him
squirm. “How does it make you feel to know I’ve been inside a Temple?”


“I’m honored to be in your presence. It is the only reason I am
still speaking to you in spite of your endless hostility and irreverence.”


“You think I should revere you?”


“Not me. I’m just a messenger. But surely you felt their majestic
presence in the Temple? You felt it and your defense against the depths of
those feelings you express now as mockery.”


“It was pretty spooky on that orb, I’m not going to lie. But I’m
sorry, I didn’t feel any holy presence. To be honest, it felt empty.
Automated.”


“I doubt that very much.”


“Who’s been inside the holy of the holies here?” Ram raised a
hand. “That would be me. And I’m telling you, I reckon your gods are just code.
Algorithms.”


“It’s perfectly possible. That doesn’t diminish their
accomplishments, does it?” He smiled. “Who built the Temples? Algorithms?”


“Yeah, maybe autonomous robots. AI. That’s plausible.”


“Which begs the question… who built the AI? Who built the robots?
This is all part of our training, sir, you cannot outmaneuver me on any of
this. We are perfectly willing to worship the Gods even if they are some
ancient autonomous system running a program. The effects are the same and so
our devotion is just as deep.”


“They can’t have given up all the good stuff to you, a measly
little human. They must be keeping something back for themselves. They probably
know what the Orb Builders are but they wouldn’t want you to know. You can’t be
trusted.”


“You could not be more wrong. The Humbled have opened themselves
up to us. Their only desire is to awaken humanity as they have been awakened.
They could have wiped us out a hundred times over but they haven’t and that’s
because they don’t want a genocide, they don’t want our planet, our resources,
anything like that. All they want is our awakening. Our enlightenment.”


“They want us subjugated. Enslaved, physically and mentally, by
their alien religion.”


“They want us freed. They want us to join them. They’re only doing
what the Gods commanded be done. The Gods created the gateway to open up our
system to their conquest. The Gods want their worship to spread.”


“The orbs tell us to fight and the winners get the spoils. If
humans had won the last couple of fights in the arena, then we would be
conquering their home system right now.”


“You think the Gods are powerless about who wins and who loses?
The Gods set the terms and the sacrifices are made and the cycle continues.
Until it does not.”


“You’re saying it's fixed? The fights are fixed?”


“Not at all. But why did the Gods bring a new Temple to our system
so soon after the first Temple?”


“You’re saying it’s because I killed the wheelhunter champion when
I wasn’t supposed to win, is that it?”


“Who can say what their motives are. But a human fighting the
Humbled? We cannot win. Clearly, we cannot win. They’re bigger, faster,
stronger, armored all over, and armed with blades, toxins. We have no hope of
victory and that is because the Gods wish us to embrace what the Humbled can
teach us. When humanity embraces the truth and worships, as a newly Humbled
species, perhaps we will then have victory and a homeland of our own once
more.”


“That’s your sales pitch? Give in and subjugate yourselves for
freedom? It’s no wonder everyone on Earth hates your guts.”


“Your insults have absolutely no power.”


“Must have been weird, living amongst monstrous aliens all that
time. What was the indoctrination camp like? Must have been unpleasant living
amongst all that water, wading through it every day, always wet. At least their
habitats are warm, right? Warm and wet all the time. Did you ever get, what’s
that thing called, trench foot?”


“What are you talking about? It wasn’t like that.”


“Oh, so, you never got taken into the Hex areas? You were kept in
human areas all the time? Okay, I guess maybe you weren’t so trusted after
all.”


“I lived and worked in their habitats a great deal, actually. All
I required was simple breathing apparatus and on occasion a pair of eye
protectors.”


“Gas mask and goggles, huh? Doesn’t sound very pleasant, splashing
through water up to your knees struggling to breathe while they indoctrinate
you.”


“Where the hell did you get the idea about this water? Have you
ever seen their ships? Their homes? I have. I assure you, there’s no water to
be found.”


“High humidity, though?”


“I suppose. No higher than August in Florida.”


“That’s where you’re from, Florida?”


“An irrelevance.”


“Your accent, though, you’ll have to forgive me because I’m from
India so I only know from Avar but your accent sounds more like you’re from New
York or something like that?”


“As I said, irrelevant.”


“The hex like it in humid places, did you know that? They’re
almost entirely situated around equatorial zones, do you know why that is?”


“It is their natural environment.”


Ram ground his teeth. “Earth is not their natural environment.”


“Our environments are unimportant when viewed on a cosmic scale.
The planets we inhabit are neither here nor there, it is whether we are
Enlightened or not that is critical.”


“Yeah, sure, I’m sure that’s absolutely right. But that’s just it,
they wear protective clothing all the time even around the equator so they stay
in their little localized environment inside their suits and bases so they
could live literally anywhere on the planet but they prefer most of all to stay
where it’s wet and warm. Why is that?”


“Your supposition isn’t correct. I was stationed in the far north
of North America along with… a number of the Humbled.”


“Hardly that many. Not compared to the number of bases in the rain
forests and marshes. Outside of the equatorial zone, they seem to take most
interest in the wetter parts of Washington State, for example. Not hot enough
for them to stick around much, though. Bet you they didn’t like it much up
there in the wind and the snow, right? What difference does it make, though,
that’s what I don’t understand? If they’re inside their suits, or inside their
bases, they can live anywhere. Just as well as we can. Why?”


“I’m sure you are going to tell me your theory.”


Ram shrugged. “I don’t have one. I just really want to know. Maybe
they’re really homesick, you know? It reminds them of home. Is their entire
home planet like that, do you know? Surely, they don’t just stick to the
equator on their homeworld, that would be crazy.”


“I’m afraid you’ll have to ask one yourself.”


Ram raised his eyebrows. “Oh, so they don’t share everything with
you then. I thought they were your friends?”


“I never said that and I don’t believe they are. They have guided
me toward enlightenment just as I have guided so many others.”


“You’ve helped repress your own people, you know that. You’re a
mouthpiece for them.”


“I am one who guides humans toward the truth of the Gods of the
Spheres.”


“How do the Humbled speak to you?”


“We communicate through text and through audio translators. They
are far more advanced than humans.”


“Bullshit.”


He smiled. “You would like to think so.”


“We are almost equals, technologically speaking. The orbs have
made it that way, haven’t they. Only throwing two civilizations together that
could fight on an equal footing.”


“Equal, yes. And how did that work out for humanity?”


“Nothing we can’t undo.”


“The Humbled were chosen to spread the word to us. Everything is
going according to the will of the Gods of the Spheres.”


“Do they believe everything is preordained?”


“Of course not. There is a plan and it is up to us to follow it or
to deny it. Those that work against the will of the Gods will ultimately fail.”


“Perhaps your being here is their will?”


“How so?”


“Perhaps the Gods of the Spheres want humans to catch up? Perhaps
they want balance? And you could provide that balance.”


“You captured me by pure chance.”


“By pure intent, you mean.”


“Fine, your intent, no one else’s. The Gods do not have the power
to perform miracles at a distance. Your premise is nonsensical.”


Ram sighed and looked at the ceiling just above his head. He
smiled. “You’re too sneaky for me. I’m not going to get anything out of you
like this. I suppose the captain and her officers are finally going to get
their way with you.”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


“They wanted to torture you since I brought you on board. But you
didn’t know anything that might help them with the mission, you were just
irrelevant, so they didn’t do it. Plenty of them wanted to but they were just
going to hand you over to UNOP. But now I do think your information might prove
useful, so, I guess the XO will get the chance to torture you after all.
Unfortunately, he’s not trained in that sort of thing, I get the impression
he’s more of an enthusiastic amateur. But I’m sure he’ll get the job done.
After all, it’s not rocket science, is it!”


“I’m not afraid of you. Any of you.”


“That’s nice. Well, have fun.” Ram stood and went to the door.


“What is it that you expect me to say?”


“Oh, I don’t know. How do the hex think? What do they feel? I’ll
draw up a list of questions for Lieutenant Blackman to go through while he
sticks things in you.”


His face turned gray. “I don’t know anything about them. Honestly,
I don’t. All I know is what they taught me about the Gods.”


Ram sighed and hung his head. “I believe you.” He opened the door
and turned in the doorway. “The XO is still going to torture you. No stopping
him now. Bye-bye.”
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Ram went to speak to Stirling but he was asleep. Still, Ram eased
himself into the chair beside his bed. 


“I don’t know what else to do, Sergeant,” Ram said to the
unconscious man. “I was expecting some spectacular insight into their
psychology or something. But that idiot is just that. He’s nothing. They’re
going to hurt him now, which is good, I suppose. But I can’t even take any
pleasure in the thought of him suffering. He’s just a useful idiot. He doesn’t
have any insight.”


He sighed and looked around the med bay, rubbing his tingling
hands. His circulation was degenerating further. “Seems like I’m always in some
place like this. It would have been nice to have some time off before I died.”
He smiled to himself. “Oh, well.”


“Sad bastard,” Stirling muttered with his eyes closed.


Ram laughed. “That’s sad bastard, sir.”


“What are you moping about, sir?”


“Just thinking it’s about time I had a bit of leave.”


“What, R and R?” Stirling scoffed. “What the hell do you call
this?”


“It is a very pleasant environment.”


“You should go be with your girlfriend.” Stirling opened his eyes
and looked at the ceiling. “While you still can.”


Ram scoffed. “She’s not human.”


“Don’t take this the wrong way, sir. But neither are you.”


“I was raised human. She’s an AP.”


“She’s more than that. It’s obvious. Everyone knows it, even if
they don’t understand why.”


“I will admit that she is intriguing and I enjoy her company. But
what’s the point? I have to be back to training in a few hours and sometime
soon I’ll be too ill to work and then I’ll die. So what’s the point?”


“She’s pretty.”


Ram smiled and shook his head. “She is.”


“Prettier than me.”


“That’s not difficult. Anyway, get some rest. I’m going to bed.”


“Sure you are.”


Ram meant to head for his bunk but he found himself outside R1’s door.
She would be asleep, he knew, and he did not want to disturb her. And he had no
reason to do so. No greater reason, at least, than a vague, adolescent interest
in seeing her, speaking to her. It was not enough and yet he could not drag
himself away. So he stood there, like an idiot.


The door beeped and opened. For half a ludicrous second, Ram
thought about fleeing.


R1 peered around her door. “Ram. You are standing outside the door
to my quarters.” She pointed over her shoulder. “I saw you on the monitor.” She
wore thin pajama trousers and a flimsy white vest.


“Oh. Of course. I’m sorry, I didn’t want to disturb you but… I
wanted to see you.”


“You can come in,” she said, stepping back. “If you can fit.”


He smiled and ducked low and straightened as far as he could, with
the top of his head touching the ceiling. “Thank you.” Her quarters consisted
of a bunk, a desk and a chair, and a locker and a trunk. The screen on the desk
showed tables of data. “You’re working?”


She stood at the other side of the room, which was not far beyond
his arm’s reach. “I am.” She tilted her head. “You said you wanted to see me?
Is something wrong?”


Ram hesitated. “I… to tell you the truth, I am struggling.”


She looked him up and down? “Physically? Or with Henry?”


He smiled. “Both, I suppose. I am feeling the physical and mental
effects of my degeneration. Perhaps that is what is affecting my mood. But
yeah, I am concerned about Henry’s performance. His progress jump after his
aggression increase has flatlined now and I don’t know how to help him.”


“Your conversation with the collaborator did not yield any new
data with respect to hex psychology or physiology?” 


“He’s a malicious, sneaky, cunning fool. He doesn’t know anything
useful, as far as I could tell.”


“Perhaps he outsmarted you.”


Ram laughed. “Yeah, that’s a distinct possibility. Not sure you
were right about that genius thing.”


“Well, genius is arena specific.”


“You can say that again.” Ram looked around. “I keep thinking
about what you said about creativity being linked to general intelligence and
that we can’t increase Henry’s any further. It seems like we’ve hit a dead end.
And I can’t think of a way out.”


“We do find ourselves in a quandary.”


“I bet Doctor Monash is pleased at my failure. At least, in part.”


“He is beginning to despair. I worry about his mental health. His
performance is beginning to suffer.”


“Why didn’t you bring this up sooner?”


“It seems to me that the closer we get to Orb Station Alpha, the
more everyone’s mental health deteriorates.”


“That’s true enough, I suppose.” He looked at her. “Even yours?”


She smiled an unhappy smile. “Mine has always been fragile.”


“I’m sorry to hear that. But why?”


“I am not supposed to talk about it.”


“According to who?”


“To Doctor Monash.”


“Can you tell me anyway?”


She turned away and chewed her lip. “I want to.”


“And I want to hear it.”


“There are protocols.” She shook her head. “Difficult to
overcome.”


“AP protocols? Conditioning?” He sighed. “You don’t seem like any
AP I ever heard of before. To tell you the truth, you seem human. You seem so
human that some people think that you are, in fact, human.”


She turned to look at him. “And what do you think?”


He found himself moving slowly forward. “I think... I would like
to know who you are.”


“I’m not human,” she said and turned her back. “But I have the
memories of one.”


Ram swallowed. “That’s… whose memories?”


“There was a senior member of Omega. She ran the cloning program
and supervised the creche and education programs. She raised dozens of subjects
from infancy only to euthanize the failures. So many deaths. She had the
intellectual abilities for the work but not the emotional stability. A surfeit
of empathy, you might say. In the end, it was more than she could take.”


“Professor Olsen. I remember Henry speaking about… her. You have
her memories? How?”


“Doctor Monash had very strong feelings for her. Feelings that she
did not reciprocate. But his strength of feeling drove him to create a clone of
Marit Olsen.”


“You’re a clone.”


“After my accelerated growth period and education, I was employed
as a laboratory assistant for almost seven months. Doctor Monash then used the
most recent data file for Marit Olsen and imprinted her mind on mine.”


“That’s what they did to me,” Ram said, hesitantly reaching to
place his hand on her shoulder. “They took my mind and put it in this clone’s
body. And I feel like me. I am me. And so you are Marit Olsen.”


She allowed herself to be turned around by his gentle touch. “No.
Your procedure was a hundred percent successful. Mine, on the other hand, was
not.”


“Your memories aren’t all there, or…?”


“Not all, no. But enough, perhaps.”


“What is it, then?”


She smiled. “All I can say is that I do not feel like her. I feel
like… me.”


“You feel like… the clone you were before the mind transfer?”


“Simply speaking, yes.”


Ram softly stroked her cheek with one finger. “Well, that’s
alright. Isn’t it?”


She smiled. “Yes.”


 


***


 


 


Henry tossed the headset across the room, where it cracked off the
wall and skittered across the floor. “I’ve had enough of this!” he shouted.
“You’re on and on at me, all day, day after day. If you think you can do any
better, you do it!”


“Alright, Henry,” Ram said from the control room. “Take a few
minutes and we’ll reset.”


“No!” He stomped across the training room, scooped up the headset
and kept walking. “I’m serious.”


“He appears to be coming to the control room, sir.”


“I can see that, Red.”


“Would you like me to attempt to restrain him, sir?”


“Just stand down.”


Henry yanked the door open and strode inside, filling the room and
overtopping Ram. He winced as he stood and felt his heart racing from the
effort. 


“I’ve had enough of you,” Henry shouted, jabbing his finger in
Ram’s face. “You and your constant jabbering in my ear. Your constant
criticism. You think you can do better than me, don’t you. You think you know
it all because you beat one of those things decades ago!” He pointed at Red in the
corner. “As if the wheelers are anything like the hex. It’s absurd. You don’t
know anything. You don’t.”


Henry tossed the Avar headset to Ram, who caught it. “I’m trying
to help you, Henry.”


It was as though he had not heard Ram speak. “You think you can do
better than me, you prove it. Go on. You go in there and we’ll see how well you
do.”


Ram held the headset, turning it in his hands. His heart skipped a
beat. “I can’t.”


“You do it, go on. You’re the expert.”


“Henry, I can’t do it. I don’t have the reaction time to do it. On
my best day, I could only move sixty percent of your speed. And my best days
are far behind me, now.”


“Well, fine, then. Fine, you can run the simulation at sixty
percent.”


“I understand your frustration, believe me, I do. But all I want
to do is help you.”


“Fine, then.” Henry pointed at the headset. “This is how you help
me.”


“You want to see me fail.”


Henry nodded. “It would improve my mood quite considerably.”


Ram soon found himself seated in Henry’s enormous Avar chair, with
Doctor Monash on one side and R1 on the other. He took a deep breath as he
pushed his hands deep into the gloves that the scientists tightened.


“This is a mistake,” R1 said. “You are not medically fit for such
mental exertion. You risk overtaxing your cardiovascular system.”


“I’ll be fine,” Ram said, smiling at her. “Don’t worry.”


“Who cares about his CV system?” Monash muttered. “What about the
damage to Henry?”


“Henry?” Ram asked. 


“The damage to Henry should you win, you oaf.”


Ram sighed. “There’s no danger of that.”


“You will lose on purpose?” R1 asked. 


“I’ll give it my all,” he replied. “It’s just that there’s no
chance of success.”


Monash grunted. “At least you are able to admit that.” He pointed
a finger in Ram’s face. “Just see to it that you do not win by accident.”


He stomped away to the control room while R1 hefted the headset.
“I have installed the newly printed headset lining so that the fit will be
perfect for your face. But the weight of the set may cause it to shift if you
move your head too quickly. Please try to remain calm during the simulation.”


“I’ll be fine. It won’t take long.”


“He seems to have calmed himself. I have no doubt that he would
not react with excessive anger if you were to back out now.”


“It’s not a big deal, R1. I’ll be finished before long and then
Henry will feel vindicated. He’ll be placated. And then we can all go to lunch,
what do you say?”


“Perhaps you and I could have lunch together in your quarters?”


He smiled. “I would like that.”


She blushed as she lifted the headset into place. 


A loading room appeared as Ram settled into his new body. Henry’s
body. He looked down at his long arms and legs and wiggled his long, bony
fingers in front of his face.


Henry’s voice came through in his head. “Strange being me, Ram?”


“I’ve played thousands of hours as Viking warriors, half-human
hybrids, giants, tiny alien creatures, you name it. This is all pretty normal
for me.”


“You don’t mind me being the voice in your ear, do you, Ram?”
Henry said, the sneer obvious in the sound. 


“I would gladly appreciate your advice.”


“Ha!” Henry scoffed. “Alright, run the program. What did you say,
you’re only sixty percent as fast as me, Ram?”


“According to our objective test scores, yes. But I’ve been
degenerating for months now and I wouldn’t imagine I’d even be fifty—”


“I think we’ll run it at seventy percent speed for the first run.”


“First run?” Ram said. “We’re only going to do a single—” 


He broke off as the loading room dissolved around him and the
arena appeared around him. Inhumanly vast, the ceiling almost out of sight
above him. Across the black floor, shimmering water in pools stretched for
hundreds of meters. Out there, beyond an expanse of glittering obsidian twenty
meters wide, stood ready the enemy champion. It twitched and flinched as it
started forward. 


It was strange, seeing it subjectively for a change. Feeling the
floor under his feet, hearing the hex feet clicking on the onyx floor and
splashing through the inky pools. 


“Don’t just stand there,” Henry said in his ear. “Make sure to
meet it on one of the dry areas or you’ll lose your footing.”


“Right,” Ram muttered and made himself move. His limbs were long
and his awkward strides took him closer. 


“You better hurry,” Henry said, clearly enjoying himself. “Better
hurry or you’ll have to fight under water.”


Ram doubled his pace as the hex loomed closer, its spiked
tentacles snaking forward before it with the pair of bladed ones held high over
the thorax. 


Gritting his teeth, Ram rushed forward as fast as he could. The
spikes flashed forward as Ram jinked to the side, feigned a lunge the other way
before continuing to flank the hex. It whipped a blade at his head which he
grasped with both hands and he pushed the hex back and back and back so its
legs could not wrap around him. Still, the spikes stabbed up into his thighs,
his guts, his groin. The pain was excruciating and he almost collapsed because
of it but instead he gripped all the harder, pushed all the harder. He twisted
the leg in his hands, yanking it back and forth until it snapped at the joint.


The other blade sliced into his face and his shoulder. Ram fell
forward upon the thorax that collapsed under him. He jammed the blade into the
carapace, using his falling weight to punch through the thick armor. While the
hex tore the rest of his body apart, Ram sliced back and forth, pulling,
pulling, the blade in his hands cut the gash longer and longer.  


It disappeared. 


The pain vanished, leaving only the echo in his nerves, the sound
was cut off, echoing into nothing. He found himself in the loading room.


After a moment, he realized Henry was shouting. R1 was lifting the
headset from his eyes and Ram blinked in the light of the training room.
Henry’s roars came from the control room through the walls into the training
room. 


“Get me out of here,” Ram muttered, his head swimming. 


“You must wait,” R1 said. “Your heart rate is one-eighty. Please wait.”
She placed a hand on his chest. “Just wait.”


Ram closed his eyes, trying to breathe slowly. “Oh shit,” he
muttered. “I think I’m going to—” 


 


 


*** 


 


“Please do not get up,” the medical AP said. “Your blood pressure
is low.”


“Waking up in the med bay again, sir?” Stirling said from the bed
beside him.


Ram blinked and looked around. “Your bandages are off.”


“And handsome as ever,” Stirling said.


“Why are you still here?”


The AP and Stirling exchanged a look. “My condition is
deteriorating rapidly.”


“Why? What happened?”


“Ask the expert.”


The AP looked at Stirling as he spoke. “The collapse of complex
systems like the human body will often follow a pattern of plateaus and sudden
irreversible degradation. Unfortunately, the recent incident seems to have set
off just such a degradation. It appears to be stabilizing but I strongly
recommend the patient remains here for the time being.”


“Hear that,” Stirling said. “I’m the patient, now. Be surprised if
I ever walk out of here again.”


“That bastard,” Ram said, meaning Henry. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s alright. Anyway, I hear it’s going well.”


“What do you mean?”


“Your recent stunning success?”


Ram held his hands over his eyes as he remembered the Avar combat.
“Oh, God. I didn’t win, did I?”


“You should watch the recording of Henry in the control room. He
was enraged. He shut it down before you could win and he smashed the desk, the
screen. He threw chairs at Red.”


“Is Red alright?”


“He’s fine. He came in here to show me it himself. The crazy
bastard seems to find it all quite amusing. But it’s hard to tell, to be
honest.”


“How’s Henry?”


“Sulking in his quarters, like the moody little shite bag he is.”


“I shouldn’t have won,” Ram said. “What the hell was I thinking? I
just… I just forgot.”


“Don’t blame yourself, sir.” Stirling scowled. “You’re being far
too easy on him.”


“Maybe.”


“We should have broke him properly, like we said. You know that,
we didn’t break him enough and if we’d done that we might have built him back
up proper.”


“Like a new recruit.”


“Like a Marine.”


“He’s too fragile for that.”


“Exactly, Ram, exactly, and that’s precisely why we should
have done it. Even if he stayed broken, we would be in the same position.
Should have just done it. All the way. We might still have time if we—” Stirling
broke off in a fit of coughing.


“What’s done is done.”


Stirling wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “But he’s not
going to make it.”


Ram nodded. “You should get some rest too. You look like you’re
dying, man.”


Stirling grunted. “You look like you died already.”


Ram struggled upright, and batted away the protests of the medical
assistant. Letting himself out of the med bay, Ram caught sight of himself in the
door security monitor. He looked thin and old. Stooped, even. Ram forced
himself to straighten up and limped through the ship toward the captain’s
quarters. He banged a fist on the door. 


Kat opened it. Her uniform was unbuttoned and her hair was down. “You
can’t just turn up unannounced when I’m off duty, Lieutenant. People will
talk.”


“I heard they’re already talking.”


“Exactly my point.” She stepped back and let him in. 


He eased himself into the chair opposite his desk, wincing and
sighing. “No one would believe me capable of… anything like that. Anyway, who
cares about what people say?”


“I do. I’m the captain of this ship. My authority is paramount.”


“You’re right, I’m sorry. I’m not thinking straight. I feel
terrible.”


“Anyway, they’re not really whispering about us anymore.”


“Oh no?”


“Word is that you and R1 are spending a lot of time together, now.
I believe she changed her watch schedule to coincide with yours?”


“That’s what they say, is it?”


“You do know that having sexual relations with an AP is illegal,
Ram?” She tilted her head. “Did you at least ask her out for dinner first?”


He sighed and started to excuse his actions, started to explain
that R1 was not an AP, that she was as close to human as Ram was himself. But
he was too tired and beyond caring what the captain thought.


“I didn’t come here to talk about that.”


“I know what you came to talk about.”


“You heard, of course.”


“I heard. At length.”


“Monash came to see you? It was a mistake, doing that. At least, I
should have lost.”  


“His list of your failures was extensive.”


“For once, I can’t say that I disagree with him.”


“Neither do I.” She indicated the desk in front of her. Ram
noticed for the first time an array of screens showing data and video, reports
and charts. “Still, it was a remarkable thing what you did. Beating the hex in
the sim.” Her eyes twinkled. 


Ram sighed. “Only at seventy percent speed.”


“It was very impressive. There’s no one else like you, Lieutenant.
That’s becoming clear.”


“This isn’t about me.”


“So tell me more about Henry.”


“This isn’t working.”


She gestured, irritated. “Elaborate.”


“Henry. He’s failing. I’m failing. There’s nothing else I can try
that we haven’t already. And we’re running out of time.”


Kat’s face was cold. “What are you saying, exactly?”


“He’s not good enough, Kat. I admit it. I failed. He’s not going
to make it, ever. He can’t win.”


She lifted her chin. “I agree,” she said, her face thunder. “You
have failed.”
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Whatever he was dreaming about before they woke him up, it wasn’t
pleasant. He was left with a vague feeling that he had been fighting an
unconquerable enemy. Like all his dreams, these days. 


“What did you say?” he asked the darkness. 


“Lieutenant Seti, please report to the medical bay immediately.”


“What the hell?” Ram muttered before turning on his comms.
“Medical bay. This is Lieutenant Seti, what’s going on?”


“There is an emergency situation. Please report to the medical bay
immediately.”


“Who is it?” Ram asked while he threw on his underwear. “Who’s
injured?”


There was a pause before the reply came through. “It is Henry.”


Ram ran down the corridor as fast as he could manage, limping and
dragging his damaged leg. Breathing heavily and half-naked, he threw open the
door and limped inside the med bay. 


“What the hell?”


Henry was lying on an enormous operating table, unconscious and
hooked up to life support with tubes all over him. Beside him was another
over-sized operating table, likewise with machines and cables but it was empty.


No one else was in the room. 


“Hello?” Ram said, limping toward Henry. “What’s going on, guys?”


Behind him, the door slammed shut and it clanged as it locked. 


His head swam and he staggered into the wall, holding his hand out
to stop himself keeling over. “What’s happening?”


A voice in his head answered, speaking with painful slowness.
“Ram, it’s Kat. I’m so sorry but this is the only way. The only way we might
have a chance.”


“What do you—” His legs wobbled and he lurched forward, knocking a
cart over and falling to the ground. When he tried to get up, he found his arms
had no strength.


“I’m sorry,” Kat’s voice said, sounding far away and drawn out.
“I’m sorry.”


Ram was vaguely aware of voices. Of people around him. Being
lifted and prodded. Machines beeped by his ear and someone pushed something
into his throat so that he felt as though he was choking but then he faded into
darkness. 


“What happened?” Ram asked. At least, he tried to. All that came
out was a groan.


“Don’t try to move,” a voice said. “Because you can’t.”


“I can’t see,” Ram tried to say but again all he heard was a low
groan coming from his chest. 


When it spoke, the voice seemed slowed down. “Everything will be
just fine, now. Everything has gone exactly right. You just relax now. Just
relax.”


Ram tried to object but he faded again. This time there were
dreams of fighting. Explosions in the dark. Fighting the Hex champion in the
arena. A small woman stroked his face and smiled. 


There was someone there. 


“It’s too bright,” Ram said, trying to shield his eyes but his
hands did not respond. “Why does my voice sound so strange.”


“Ram,” a woman said beside him, drawing the word out. 


“Kat?”


“Yes,” she said, smiling slowly and speaking even slower. “It’s
darker now. Is that better?”


“Am I dreaming?”


She smiled for a long time but her eyes were filled with sadness.
“This is no dream. You have undergone a medical procedure. You are in the
medical bay, recovering. You’re going to be just fine.”


“Why are you speaking so slowly?” Ram said. “You drugged me?”


“Oh, of course. Yes, I’m supposed to speak faster. How’s this, is
it any better?”


“A little. Why can’t I move?”


“You’ve been immobilized for your safety. And mine, frankly, and
everyone else’s here. Well, mine mostly. I’m the one who did this to you.”


“Did what to me?”


She pursed her lips. “Your assessment of Henry was confirmed by
every independent analysis that we ran. He simply wasn’t up to the task. His
body was. He was physically the best hope we had. It’s just that his mind, his
personality, it wasn’t cutting it and it wasn’t going to cut it.”


“What did you do?” Ram asked, horror creeping up his spine. “Why
does my voice sound so strange?”


“You must brace yourself for a shock. I knew you would never agree
to this. Of course you wouldn’t. But I also knew this was the only way.”


She turned and nodded to someone off to the side and pulled a
screen on an arm up and over Ram’s face. 


It flicked on, showing Henry lying on the operating table, just as
Ram had seen him before. 


“What is this?” Ram asked but as he spoke, he saw Henry’s lips
move in sync with his own. “Oh, God,” Ram said, seeing Henry speak the words on
the screen. “No, God. No, no.”


Ram clamped his eyes shut.


“Your own body was breaking down. You wouldn’t have had much
healthy life left to you. We transferred your mind into Henry’s brain. This is
your body now, Ram. It will be you who faces the Hex champion in the arena.”


Ram kept his eyes closed. “What about Henry?”


“Overwritten.”


“Where is his mind?”


“We have it saved. If at some point in the future a suitable body
is available, perhaps he can be uploaded into it.”


“That will never happen!”


“It is unlikely that anyone will need his mind. But if there comes
a time when it can be arranged, I’m sure someone will be grateful enough for
his sacrifice to do so.”


“You killed him.”


“Quite possibly. But it was for the greater good. Humanity as a
whole is all that matters. Not my humanity.”


“Get out.”


“Alright, I will. You’ll take some time to get over the shock but
you need to accept this and quickly. You have to train in this body. Learn it.
Master it. You have to use it to beat the Hex so we can win back our homeworld.”


“I said get out.”


 


***


 


 


“This isn’t happening,” Ram said, pacing back and forth. “I just
can’t believe it.”


R1 sat behind the control room desk with a hand over her mouth. He
knew she was unhappy with everything, he knew she was nervous about his
ranting, but he couldn’t control himself. 


“Please, try to sit down. Just for a moment. It will pass.”


The way she spoke, the way everyone spoke, was infuriating. They
were so slow, even when they remembered to speak faster. 


“I know part of it is the increased aggression I’m experiencing.”
He snorted a mirthless laugh. “Changes I ordered to be made to this body. But I
feel real outrage and it’s real, you know? I should be feeling this way.”


“I know it.”


“Real outrage, R1. It’s justified.”


“It is.”


He took a slow breath. “I’m sorry, I know this isn’t what you need
to see right now.”


“The stepping down of the aggression will begin to have a
noticeable effect in a couple more days. Please, do your best to stay calm
until then.”


“I am doing my best. I’m sorry. I will try to stay calm. There
must be something we can do.”


“It is done. There is nothing more that can be done.”


“They still have Henry’s mind in storage, don’t they? We can think
of a way to get them to put it back.”


“But your old body is no longer functional. It is in cold
storage.”


“So, I’ll be dead. I mean, I’ll be on file. But Henry will be back
in his own body, at least.”


“And then he will fail in the arena and nothing will have been
gained.”


“It isn’t all about gain. It’s also about what is right and what
is wrong.”


“That’s very noble of you, Ram. But it is about gain. Right and
wrong aren’t important when all of humanity is at stake. We must find a way to
move past this and get to work.”


Ram sat down, his bony knees up high. He looked at his new hands.
Somehow, it was infinitely stranger being in a new body for real rather than in
Avar. Everything was different. Every sound, every color. The sound of his
voice was completely different. Familiar places and people were suddenly
strange, seen from a new angle and with different eyes. His body, too, made new
sounds and sent him new sensations with every movement.


He looked at R1. Instead of the hint of affection he normally saw
in her eyes, and instead of the touch of a knowing smile at the corners of her
mouth, he saw only sadness. 


“I’m sorry,” he said and reached for her hand. 


She yanked it away. “Don’t. I can’t.”


“It’s me in here,” he protested. “It’s Ram.”


“I am sorry.” She stood up. “I just can’t.”


She fled for the door and strode out, wiping her eyes. 


“Ah, there you are!” Doctor Monash stood in the doorway, smiling,
with a plate of rice and what looked like shredded chicken in his hands. “You
haven’t eaten your lunch.”


“Doctor, I’m… I’m not hungry.”


“Oh, come now,” he said, hurrying inside to place the meal before
Ram. “You have to keep your strength up.”


“I’m not sure I can.”


“I ensured the meal was one you would be culturally familiar with,
do you see?” He grinned.


“Chicken and rice? Because I’m Indian?”


Monash scoffed. “Well, you’re not actually Indian, are you. But I
expect you ate this sort of thing growing up.”


“What do you mean, I’m not Indian?”


“Don’t pout, dear boy. You know what I mean. Your genome isn’t
Indian. You have no Indian ancestry whatsoever.” Monash chuckled. “I’m more
Indian than you are. The basis for your genome was a Brazilian soldier and his
ancestry was mostly Portuguese with a complex admixture. But let’s not dwell on
that, shall we, let’s just get some lovely rice in you, yes?”


Ram stared at him in disbelief. “I am Indian. I grew up in India,
believing that was what I was.”


Monash waved a hand in the air. “Oh, what utter tosh and nonsense.
You have always been a construct. You don’t belong anywhere! That’s why you
never fit in amongst the Indian people, you know, and took flight into Avar
which is by its nature an international culture.”


“What are you saying?” Ram asked but Monash ignored him and
continued blithely on.


“I was against raising subjects in the real world from the start
and I was right because it never worked out. It only ever created highly
unstable individuals, as I am sure you are well aware after your awful experiences
on that horrible ship on the way to Orb Station Zero. The data are quite clear.
Quite clear. Every subject on that ship was mentally unstable. That’s what they
wanted. Ninety-nine percent failure rate to produce one percent who would be
strong enough to overcome their trauma and to harness it, to become the elite.
Madness, if you ask me. My opinion was ignored and look what happened.
Explosions and gunfire and a bloodbath. All that blood and death. Pure chance
you succeeded in the arena, pure chance. Now, my dear Henry was raised in a
stable and loving environment and he was a stable and loving boy. And a
brilliant one. And look what they did with him? They just can’t help
themselves, can they? It is as if they want chaos. As if they want madness.
Perhaps that is why they wanted you?”


“You just came here to insult me. To rile me. Are you trying to
get me to hurt you?”


“Oh, you’re sad,” Monash said, frowning in false concern as he
nodded toward the doorway. “It’s understandable. You are no doubt feeling very
lonely now. Very lonely indeed. Gosh, it must be so difficult for you, to exist
in a stolen body. And it’s hard for her, you know. I mean, it’s obvious. It’s
as plain as the nose on Henry’s face. She can’t accept you as you are now.” He
slipped into a seat. “I mean, think about it, Mr. Seti. She has seen dozens of
subjects over the years who look just like you. She’s grown them from seed.
She’s watched them grow in their wombs, pulled them out, dripping with amniotic
fluid when they’re already taller than she is. Raised them, watched them sprout
day by day, educated them. Handed them off for combat training and helped nurse
them when they were wounded or broken. Disposed of them when they were killed.
Destroyed them when they were faulty. Each of them loved her, as much as they
were able. And try as she might, she could not help returning their love in
some part. Think on that a while, Mr. Seti. Imagine what she feels when she
looks at you now. No matter what you are inside. It’s what’s on the outside
that counts.”


“You should leave.”


Monash pushed the plate closer. “Enjoy your lunch!” He made for
the door. 


Ram shoved the plate away, harder than he had intended, and it
crashed off the table, throwing rice across the floor. 


He stood, his head almost touching the ceiling. “I’m not hungry.”


Monash paused in the door with his hands up. “It was the truth, I
swear it. I’m just trying to help.”


Ram scoffed, filled with loathing. “I’m going to train.”
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Ram ducked the swinging legs and came up to grasp them at the
base. A dozen wrapped themselves around his legs and torso but his momentum
carried the Hex off its feet and he crashed down atop its mesosoma with such
force that the exoskeleton flexed inward. The slashing legs lacerated his back
and head and the legs with the hypodermic aculeus whipped around and stabbed
him in the abdomen. Ram gritted his teeth and growled as he worked the leg
sideways, back and forth, until it snapped off. Twisting it, he stabbed it into
the exoskeleton, penetrating it and splitting it open a fraction. He quickly
stabbed it again and sawed back and forth as he dragged it down, cutting a deep
laceration through into the wet, black interior. The legs squeezed him harder
and it became impossible to breathe. Clear liquid oozed from the hole, spilling
over his hands, quickly turning black. Still, he worked the broken off leg and
sawed the slit wider. 


A serrated foot whipped in horizontally toward him. Instinctively,
Ram tried to duck out of the way but the legs held him fast and the last thing
he was aware of was the blade cutting into his neck.


“Not bad,” Stirling said. “Almost had it.”


Ram climbed out of the Avar chair and walked over to Stirling. He
was confined permanently to a wheelchair and he was being dosed continuously
with painkillers. He would not spend any more time in the medical bay than
necessary and refused to stay in his quarters. “I’ll work until I’m dead or I’m
nuts,” he had said and Ram was glad to have him until that happened.


“What do you think I did wrong?” Ram asked. 


“Nothing. You did everything right.”


“I know I look like Henry but this is me in here, Stirling.”


“You’re relying on your toughness to see you through.”


“This body is built to take it.”


“Still not as tough as a hex, is it. You’re trying to match it in
an area you know humans can’t. Resilience.”


“I’m not a human. I don’t need to survive, just kill that thing
first.”


Stirling was looking at him strangely. 


“You alright, Sergeant? Something wrong?”


“Is that it, maybe, sir?”


“Don’t be cryptic, just spit it out. It’s hard enough listening
and speaking at this speed without you drawing it out.”


“Well excuse me for dying, sir. You’re the one who cheated death
again and I’m the one slowly drowning in my own leaking fucking lungs. And
you’re not even grateful.”


“I’m sorry. I am grateful that I—”


“No, you’re not. Maybe you think you convinced yourself but I
think I see it now. Maybe my mind’s too degraded, I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong
but I think I’m right. You’re looking forward to dying in the arena again.”


“That’s ridiculous.”


“You don’t want that body. And I don’t blame you. But it’s affecting
the way you fight in there and it’s going to mean losing when you do the real
thing.”


“I am giving it my all.”


“That’s what Henry used to say.”


“I’m not Henry. I can win.”


“You can. But you’re still going in all guns blazing every time.
You’re throwing your body away, piece by piece, hoping you destroy the alien
before it finishes you off.”


“Yes, obviously. That’s the exact method we devised, the both of
us together.”


“I should have seen it before but I’m not at my best, am I? You’re
enjoying your time in Avar a wee bit too much, are you not?”


“Ever since I was young, I enjoyed Avar a little too much. It’s
the reason they took me in the first place.” He hesitated. “Monash said I
wasn’t Indian.”


Stirling frowned. “Well, you ain’t any more, are you. Not technically.”


“He meant ever. He said my ancestry wasn’t Indian.”


“Well, he’s just a mean old bastard, ain’t he.”


Ram nodded. “He said it to hurt me but it’s true all the same.
They just tweaked my features and my skin color so I would fit in but I’m not Indian.
That’s why I never fit in when I was a kid.”


“Oh, for God’s sake, I didn’t fit in when I was a kid. Who does?
Don’t let that crabby sod get in your head. You know who you are. No one else
can decide that for you.” He waved his arms in exasperated fashion. “And who
cares if you never fit in. You were an Avar superstar, weren’t you? You were
rich. You had fans. People loved you. And that was before you won in the arena.
You’re fucking world famous, you bastard lunatic. Stop moping about, sir, and
pull your bloody socks up, sir.”


Ram laughed. “Can’t argue with that.”


“And stop talking to Doctor Monash. Next time he tries, you just
punch his face in. And will you just ask R1 out for dinner before it’s too
late?”


Ram sighed and shook his head.


“Well, then,” Stirling continued, “I suppose you should get back
in there. You don’t have time for many more sessions. How many hours do we have
before boarding? Let’s see… seventy-six hours, Jesus wept. With your meals,
exercise, and rest time, you’re not getting many more tries. This time, though,
try to exercise a little control, will you, sir?”


“I’ll do my best.”


“You need to do better than that.”


“Just run it again.”


Ram tried his best. Over the next two days, he came close to
victory twice.


Every training session ended in failure. 


 


 


***


 


 


Ram lay on his bunk, which had once been Henry’s bunk, doing his
best to get some rest and to prepare his mind for the coming battle.


It was not working. 


R1 opened his door without knocking and stood in the doorway.
“We’re starting our final maneuvers,” she said without preamble. “Would you
like to come to the mess? They’re setting up a screen to relay the images from
the scopes so we can watch Orb Station Alpha coming into view as we go into
orbit.”


Ram tried not to move. Whenever he was completely stationary, he
could almost forget he was in a stolen body. “It looks exactly same as Orb
Station Zero, doesn’t it? It’s precisely the same in every way.”


“Well, yes, that’s true but as I’m sure you are well aware,
collectively watching our arrival is less about that than it is about the crew
coming together—”


“I’ll pass,” Ram said. He knew he could not stand to have the crew
looking at him, judging him, wondering about his state of mind. “I need to
rest.”


“Of course.” She swallowed. “I will stay with you.”


“Don’t let me stop you socializing, R1.”


She stepped into the room. “I have no interest in going. I only
suggested it because I thought it would be good for your state of mind.”


“That’s thoughtful of you.” He turned to look at her. She was
chewing her bottom lip and her brow was faintly wrinkled. “But I can’t face
anyone. I just want to get on with it.”


“Well, a few more hours and you shall have your wish.” She stepped
close to him, looking down. “Is there anything I can do for you?”


Ram thought about asking for her to climb into his bunk so that he
could hold her. It would be his last chance for any physical connection with
someone before he died.


But he knew he could not do that.


She would associate the body with Henry, who had been something
like a son to her and who reminded her of all the dead subjects that she had
lost along the way. R1 had flinched the only time he had been tempted to make
contact. She would certainly reject his request.


And even if she did not, Ram could still not shake the idea that
the body he was occupying was not truly his. It could never be a true connection.


It was even less real to him than an Avar program. He was in the
wrong skin. It was wrong, just wrong. He did not belong in it. It was almost as
if the body itself could tell that something was wrong. While his mind rejected
the body, was the body rejecting his mind? 


“No, I don’t need anything else. Thank you.”


She hesitated, as if she wanted to say more. Her fingers twitched
and he thought she was about to reach out to him. Instead, she lowered her
head. “Rest well, Rama Seti.”


Watching her walk away, he felt an urge to call her back. He
yearned for some connection, emotional if not physical. But it seemed
pointless. He needed to focus on the coming battle and nothing else.


“I’m going to lose.” He did not realize he had spoken but the
words burst from his mouth unbidden. 


She turned in the doorway and looked back. “It is possible. But so
is victory. You must hold onto that hope.”


“Just blind hope? Is that all I have?”


“There is no one anywhere in the galaxy who has a better chance
than you. That will have to be enough.”


“That’s true.” He turned and propped himself up on one elbow.
“R1?”


She took a step forward, an uncertain smile on her face. “Yes,
Rama?”


He had the absurd urge to ask her out for dinner. The whole notion
was ridiculous and above all it was pointless. There could be nothing normal
for him, not ever. 


“Nothing. Goodnight.”


Ram tossed and turned until he stood up and began pacing back and
forth in his small room. But that just made him hyper aware of his body and he
threw open his door, needing to expend some energy. On his way to the training
floor he found Stirling in the control room, dozing in his wheelchair, an empty
screen on his lap. Ram sighed and started to close the door on him when the
sergeant spluttered.


“I’m awake!”


“It’s fine, you rest,” Ram said.


“I was awake, you big bastard,” Stirling muttered, rubbing his
eyes. “Are we there yet?”


“Everyone is gathering in the mess to watch the final maneuvers as
we go into orbit.”


Stirling rolled his eyes. “Have they not got anything better to
do? Shouldn’t they be arming the missiles and standing by the guns?”


Ram found himself grinning. “There’s no hex vessels in sight, yet.
They will be coming from the wormhole in the next few hours. We don’t expect
any trouble and I’m sure everyone on watch is ready for anything.”


Stirling frowned. “So weird.”


Ram stared. “What is?”


“Your face.”


“Thanks, sergeant. Just what I wanted to hear.”


“No, I mean. Obviously your face is weird. Henry was a weird
looking fella. It’s just weird seeing your expressions on Henry’s
face. And it’s Henry’s voice but your words, your cadence, your emotions.” He
shook his head. “The things you’ve done, sir. I don’t know how you do it.”


Ram suddenly found he had a lump in his throat. He bit back an
absurd flood of emotion and cursed the strange mix of hormones causing him to
feel so unstable.


“I’m not doing great with it, to tell the truth. I’m trying to
accept it, trying to not be resentful of the captain and of UNOP. But… I’m
struggling to let it go.”


“I know what you mean well enough.” Stirling spread his hands,
indicating his current condition. “But then, you know, what’s the point of
carrying it around? Why have the weight of resentment? UNOP doesn’t give a shit
how I feel about it. Our senior officers don’t. Who gives a shit?”


Ram nodded, trying to remember something he had heard recently.
Then it struck him. “Back on Earth, I spoke to a priest.”


Stirling smiled. “I remember.”


“He said something like, forgiveness isn’t about whether they are
worthy to receive your forgiveness but whether you are strong enough to grant
it. He said if you truly forgive someone it frees you from the weight of
holding it. Whether they or anyone else knows about your forgiveness isn’t even
important. Because forgiveness is about you, not the one who wronged you.”


“Yeah, sounds right enough. Sounds like a clever bastard.”


“He’s probably dead now.”


“Aye, maybe. So will we be, soon enough. So let’s go meet our fate
with our chins up, sir.”


He found a lump in his throat again. Not knowing what else to say,
Ram stuck out his hand.


Stirling looked up, his expression grave. It was clear they both
understood that this might well be goodbye. They had fought together, they had
trained Henry together, they had suffered their physical and mental decline
together. But now Ram would go on where Stirling could not follow.


Stirling nodded and Ram nodded back. 


They shook hands.


Ram took a deep breath. It was time to put it all behind him.


It was time to get to work. 
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The UNOPS Hereward brought its orbit down around Orb
Station Alpha with only 28 hours before the Orb’s deadline. 


Unlike the last time Ram had been through the experience, at Orb
Station Zero, they did not have to wait for the enemy ship to arrive via the
Orb-generated wormhole. Instead, the Hex ship was already waiting.


Both the hex and the humans were waiting for the same thing. And
eventually, they heard it.


COME


The Orb beamed its standard boarding instruction at the Hereward.



The massive, shining white shuttle sat above the closed bay doors,
filling the interior space of the shuttle bay with just meters to spare. The
top of the shuttle was attached to the shuttle bay ceiling by a huge docking
clamp.


The shuttle was big enough to hold thirty people or more in the
passenger compartment and the hold below could handle all their gear with room
enough to spare for a ground vehicle or two. The body was fat and the wings
little more than stubby appendages sticking out up high but the lines over the
cockpit were smooth and sleek.  High over the cargo hatch at the rear, the
massive engines looked powerful enough to blast the monstrous thing halfway to
the sun. Smaller engines were tucked under the wings, tight against the fat
hull, for powered atmospheric flight.


The huge landing gear rested on the bay doors, which were
plastered with yellow and black warning chevrons and stenciled text suggesting
in the strongest possible terms that one should avoid standing on the doors
whenever they slide open.


They were ready and waiting for this command, sitting in the
shuttle in their flight suits. 


“Boarding Team shuttle ready to depart,” the pilot said on the
radio. “Permission to depart.”


“This is the captain speaking.” Kat’s voice was all business, of
course, but Ram could detect the deep emotion behind it. Everything was at
stake. “Know that all of humanity is with you. We have faith that you will
succeed. Good luck everyone and Godspeed.” The quality of her voice changed and
she spoke to Ram on a private channel. “Ram, I just want to say. I’m sorry
about everything. But I know you’ll win. I know it. Good luck.”


Even though the sound of her voice irked him, Ram realized he no
longer felt resentment for what she had done to him and to Henry. Stirling had
been right, as had that priest. Soon he would be dead and it seemed pointless
to hold a grudge down into death. It helped him to breathe easier.


“Thanks, Kat. You did what you had to do. Now it’s up to me to
make it count.”


“Kill the bastard, Rama Seti.”


“I will.”


“Alright, come on,” Lieutenant Blackman snapped. “We must get
underway.”


The engines started and the shuttle hummed and then shook while
the air was cycled out of the bay.


Strapped into the huge central reentry chair and encased in his
flight suit and helmet, Ram turned as best he could to look at the people
seated around him in the passenger section.


Scientists and engineers and a few crewmen. Lieutenant Blackman
was the senior officer and he was in control, though it was clear he was wound
incredibly tight. But then, they all were.


R1 smiled across the passenger compartment and gave him a quick
thumbs up. Doctor Monash was there beside her in case his expertise was required
but he had promised to keep quiet until then.


Stirling was dying in the Med Bay and Fury refused to take any
part in it. Both of them broken, one in body and one in mind, and so he had no
Marines backing him up. 


Ram closed his eyes and attempted to cultivate a sense of calm. He
had been through similar situations many times and this exact situation once
before. 


The shuttle shook and the engines roared briefly and then died
away into a steady hum interspersed with pops from the thrusters.


“Clear of the bay,” the pilot said. “Stabilizing spin. Heading for
Orb Station.”


Images of the vast Orb were patched into the suit helmets and the
passengers cooed and gasped at the shining black mirror surface looming over
them. 


“Ninety seconds until Orb entry,” the pilot said as the thrusters
popped and hissed. When they coasted above the hundred-meter square opening,
the pilot rotated the shuttle, thrust inside and maneuvered them down to the
floor. The feet banged and bounced slightly as the shuttle settled. 


“Solid landing confirmed. We are docked with Orb Station.”


The hangar bay was one hundred meters on all sides with a
fifty-meter opening on the wall opposite the outer door. The inside of the Orb
hangar was a familiar but featureless black cube, illuminated with bright
blue-white light and the walls, ceiling and floor emitted their own soft glow. 


All of them watched on their screens as the outer hull doors slid
shut behind with an inhuman smoothness and air howled around the outer hull of
the shuttle. The breathable gas mixture produced by the Orb was heated and the
action of the hot air on the cold outer hull caused the passenger compartment
to ring with the ping-ping-ping of the panels expanding.


“Outer door closed,” the pilot said. “Atmosphere reading nominal.
Gravity nominal. Radiation within safety parameters and falling. Filters
picking up no contaminants or life signs. We are green across the board and
ready to disembark.”


They opened the rear doors, extended the ramp and began unloading
the gear. Ram released himself and inched his way out of the shuttle and into
the Orb hanger. 


Ram disengaged his suit systems and removed his helm.


“Hey, you can’t do that yet.”


“It’s fine,” Ram said, without pausing. “Obviously it’s fine, come
on.”


R1 did the same thing and no one stopped her.


“You do not appear nervous,” R1 said. “Externally.”


He looked down at her, shrugging. “I’ve done this already. And
I’ve played this out on Avar. This part is nothing.”


She did not reply and though her expression remained blank, he
knew her well enough by now to know she did not believe him. And she was right.
He was nervous. Anyone who measured his heart and respiration rates and his
hormone levels would have seen how nervous he was. But nerves were good, within
reason. For peak performance he needed elevated levels of cortisol and
epinephrine. 


One of the techs paused in his work and stepped closer, a smile on
his face as he looked up. “Yeah, must be like déjà vu, right? Everything is
exactly the same on this Orb, everything, down to the levels of light and the
atmosphere composition. Well, in this section, obviously you’ll have a totally
different environment inside the arena itself and the enemy champion is a
different—”


“Stop talking,” R1 said to him, placing herself in between him and
Ram. “And move away.”


His face turned pale. “Right, sorry, sorry.”


“I just need to keep my grip on reality for a few more hours,” Ram
said. “Then it won’t matter anymore. Even if I win.”


“You will win.”


Ram didn’t reply for a moment. “It’s not exactly the same, you
know. It does feel different because I’m different. The air feels way too dry.
I’m looking down from a different height. Everyone is moving slower. The sounds
have a different quality, the lights are brighter. This body is so completely
different to the one I was in before. It’s not the same at all.”


“And how does that make you feel?”


“Not now, Doctor. I need to focus on the fight.”


“Of course.”


“It makes me feel like I’m an intruder in this body and I can’t
wait to get out of it.”


“But you know that—”


“I know, I know. Victory is the only thing that’s important.”


“I wasn’t going to say that. I don’t believe victory is the only
important thing.”


“What else is there?”


She opened her mouth to reply but was interrupted. 


“Alright, we’re all set up. In your places please everybody. Let’s
head inside. Nice and easy, just like we practiced.”


The boarding team moved through the space to the fifty-meter open
door in the wall in front of the shuttle’s nose. The corridor was a straight
line through the center of the Orb toward the arena, a kilometer-long cuboid
leading to the heart of the station. 


They went in silence, in the pre-arranged order. Everyone knew
where their place was and where they were going. 


Ram was in the center of them all. There was nothing that would
harm him before he got into the Arena but still no one wanted to take any
chances. He felt like royalty.


Forgetting all that, Ram allowed himself to be carried along by
the mass of bodies and the trundling trolleys while he focused on the upcoming
fight. Running through scenarios over and over. 


He tried to block out the smooth, black walls far away on either
side and forced himself to forget where he was and the implications for victory
or defeat. It was too much.


And yet his mind ran immediately into the astonishing fact of the
Orbs’ existence, and then he found himself wondering about the Orb Builders and
if what the traitor had said about them was true. Were the Hex right about
them? 


He certainly was awed. The traitor was right about that. Being on
the station made him feel it more than he ever had before. 


The power of the beings that made something so vast, so powerful,
so mysterious. Was there a line a species could cross where one could consider
them worthy of worship? The Hex seemed to think so and it was hard to argue
with that.


Once, Ram had longed for humanity to join the network of galactic
civilizations that would collectively create an information, trading, and
political network stretching across the stars. But now all he hoped for was to
keep Earth safe from harm. After having witnessed so much destruction and death
and suffering wrought by the invaders, he now knew that nothing was more
important than protecting your homeworld.


The Wheelhunters and the Hex had been at war for centuries. It
seemed that the same fate awaited humanity. Endless existential warfare down
the generations. What would that do to his people? 


If they survived, perhaps they would thrive. They would continue
to develop and steal technology. The strongest and cleverest people would rise
to become leaders. Humanity would advance. But at the cost of so much death and
suffering that it was beyond his comprehension. 


And even that would only be possible if Ram won the coming fight.
If not him then one of his successors, in nine years’ time or nine years after
that. 


The responsibility was too great. He did not want it. But it had been
thrust on him again and so he would do whatever he had to and then he would
die. 


Ram walked with the boarding team as they followed the route
through the Orb until they emerged at the open space they called the staging
chamber which was a hundred-meter cube space, the same dimensions as the huge
shuttle bay. Walls, floor, ceiling made of the ubiquitous black
metalloid-ceramic but the wall opposite the corridor opening was different.


“Everyone keep well away from the smokescreen.”


The smokescreen was their name for the translucent, swirling,
smoky gray fifty-meter square section over one wall of the staging chamber. The
semi-transparent film of plasma that was impenetrable apart from when the Orb
turned off the plasma flow. That flow would be stopped only twice. Once to let
the champion into the arena and then to allow the champion to leave at the end.
If the champion was unable to leave, the Orb allowed the boarding party to go
and collect the remains before being asked to leave again almost immediately. 


Beyond that square was the Orb Arena itself.


“I can’t believe I’m here,” someone behind him muttered. “I can’t
believe this is happening. This is crazy.”


Someone else hushed her. 


The Orb chimed three times. The clear pings rang out and everyone
stopped immediately. One by one they turned and looked at Ram.


He nodded absently at them. More than one of the team were
recording him and he felt the weight of being at the center of an event of
historical importance. 


For weeks he had been thinking about his last words before
stepping through but everything he had considered seemed awful. Anything
sincere sounded cliched and trite and anything witty seemed false and pathetic.



This is for all of humanity.


Once more into the breach, fellas.


Henry was sacrificed so that we all had a better chance so let’s
do this in his memory.


Everything sounded ridiculous. 


Looking around at the expectant, upturned faces, he had a moment
of outrage for what had been done to him and to Henry in order to get him
there. But they had only been following orders. Each of them had lost so much,
perhaps more than he or Henry would ever lose. Family members killed on Earth.
The chance to live their own lives in peace and happiness, sacrificed in the
name of duty to UNOP and to humanity. 


“Thank you,” Ram said, looking around. “I just want to say thank
you to everyone here and back on the Hereward. You did some incredible
flying to get us here.”


He trailed off and a few of them hesitantly clapped. Lieutenant
Blackman rolled his eyes.


Inspiring leadership, Rama, he thought. 


He was not afraid. He was wound tighter than a coiled spring, his
limbs quivered and everything in him was urging him to fight, to move, to shout
and he knew he had to keep control of himself until he got through the fizzing
smokescreen before him. 


He could not risk touching the thing nor could he risk hurting any
of the crew around him. 


The Orb chimed twice.


The clapping died away and the technicians and everyone got back
to work on their own tasks. Resuscitation machines and sensors, weapons platforms
and communications. Recording equipment stood on tripods either side of him.


“I will be with you,” R1 said, tapping her ear. “And if you wish
to speak while in there, we will all hear you.”


He nodded but he doubted he would have anything to say. No one
could help him anymore. 


Ram forgot them all and stood looking out through the swirling
barrier at the vast space beyond.


“There is nobody anywhere with a better chance than you,” R1 said
next to him. “And... I would like it if you came back.”


He turned to look into her eyes one more time but before he did
so, the final, single chime sounded.


The swirling, deadly barrier parted, revealing the vast space
beyond.


He took a deep, shuddering breath.


And stepped into the Orb Arena. 


 
















 


27.


 


The flawlessly smooth, shining black floor of the arena was a
perfect circle with a 400-meter diameter.


It was a huge space that always reminded Ram of a vast indoor
sports stadium without the stands. Above, the geometrically precise half-circle
dome of the roof was a dark point two-hundred meters over the center of the
arena. It was so high that a 40-floor skyscraper could fit inside with room to
spare. You could fly a helicopter inside with room to spare.


The walls all around curved steadily up toward the top. Clear
white light emanated through the black surfaces all around, providing an even,
shadow-less glow. It was bright enough to see clear across the plane of the
floor to the other side of the arena.


The atmosphere was laden with moisture and he breathed deeply,
savoring the high oxygen, wet air. It smelled of ozone and the acrid stench of
traces of phosgene oxime with an anise tang from the diphosgene. It was like
getting a taste of the hex homeworld.


And presumably just like the hex homeworld, there was water
everywhere. Pools of reflective, shining black in every direction, with thin
strips of dry floor between and Ram knew the layout by memory and remembered
which parts were too deep for him to stand in and so those he would have to
avoid at all costs.


And there it was.


The hex champion crept forward. Even from hundreds of meters away,
it was a hideous sight. 


Its thorax glistened with a quality not captured in the Avar sims.
He caught a whiff of its acrid smell, just a hint in the air. The thin legs
flicked like mad pistons and sharp feet clicked on the floor as it walked
through shallow sections of the pools. Everything about it was sharper, more
real than anything he had experienced in the sims. 


Ram went to meet it.


He had run through the moment in Avar many times and so it should
have been a familiar moment, like a regular daydream coming true in real life. A
daydream or a nightmare. Not for the first time, there was a profound sense of
déjà vu and multiple layers of reality overlaid themselves until it was
difficult to remember that this moment was real.


There would be no reloading the simulation to try again.  If he
died a loser, would they even bother to bring him back, like Kat had promised?
Not only that, a loss would condemn the Earth to at least nine more years of
occupation. Nine more years while the enemy grew stronger and humanity grew
weaker. They would gradually lose the bases in the Belt, and then they might
lose the Jupiter System and if they lost that it would be Saturn next. 


The hex picked its way through the system of dry land and shallow
banks ahead and Ram shook himself. This was no time to get lost in abstraction.



It was in no rush, coming forward carefully just like they had
before. Ram did not know whether it was saving its strength, or whether it was
afraid, or why it moved so slowly. 


As it came closer, and Ram edged forward to the edge of the watery
areas, he was ever more certain it was no larger than the previous hex that had
been seen and that had fought in the arena of Orb Station Alpha. The Hex had
not engineered a larger champion, as humanity had done. 


Still, it would still have the advantage. The environment was
tailored for it, not for Ram, despite the engineering that had created his own
body. It still felt alien to Ram where the creature creeping closer across the
arena had presumably evolved in a similar waterlogged landscape for millions of
years. 


Not only that, it was likely stronger than he was, faster, and
more resilient to damage. All he could do was use the techniques he had
developed and practiced. 


Even after so much time getting used to the sights and sounds of
it in Avar and in archive video and seeing them in person on Earth, the one
across the shining water still turned his stomach. It was almost like an
insect, almost like a squid, almost a jellyfish, or a spider, or a scorpion.
But it was none of those familiar things and his amygdala were working
overtime, screaming at him in paleomammalian terror to flee from the unfamiliar
thing. 


It was possible to control that instinctive terror but even armed
with knowledge and the power of reason, it made perfect sense to feel fear. It
was probably the most dangerous creature humanity had ever encountered. Worse
than anything in hominid evolutionary history, including woolly mammoths and
saber-toothed cats. That thing’s weapons were formidable. The venomous spikes
alone would make it threatening but it was the pair of razor claws that would
be the most immediately dangerous. Even with his dense bones, he could be
beheaded with the first scything swipe. 


All he could do was avoid the razor-sharp legs as he closed with
the thing, let it wrap him up and then he could snap off at least one of the
legs and use it to cut the exoskeleton open before the lacerations, toxins, and
crushing finished Ram off. 


If there was any other option for victory, nothing had occurred to
him and it was too late to plan anything different. Tiring it out was an
unknown quantity. 


The hex scuttled into a section of deeper water, sank down and
quickly sprang back out again, shedding a spray of droplets in a shower like a
whale leaping from the ocean.


“It nearly fell into a pool,” Ram muttered, looking down at the
floor as he moved forward. 


“I saw,” R1 said. “Just make sure you don’t go in or you won’t be
able to swim out like that.”


“That’s alright,” Ram said, quietly. “I’m staying on dry land
where I belong.”


His lack of buoyancy was a serious concern but as long as he did
not do something stupid like fall into a deep pool then he would be fine. The
hex might achieve victory simply by picking him up and throwing him into the
water, like it had tried with a previous champion but it would surely know by
now that humans floated and swam very well. It had no way of knowing that Ram
was the only one who would sink like a stone and so it would not attempt it.
Anyway, it didn’t need to. 


“It’s close now,” Ram said, speaking softly as if observing a
skittish wild animal that he didn’t wish to scare away. “It’s slowing.”


“If it comes to rest and closes up then—” 


“It is, look.”


He watched as the hex found a wide, dry section in the center of
the arena and folded its legs under its globular thorax and settled down into
immobility. 


“Yep, there it goes,” Ram said. “Now, we wait.”


It was like a shiny beetle out there across the arena. Sitting in
silence. 


They can speak, their hearing is excellent and their words are
soft and subtle, just as they are themselves. They just don’t speak when they
fight. Because war is sacred and silence allows one to experience the— 


Lieutenant Blackman’s voice sounded in his head. “You should
attack. Now!”


“Get off the channel, Blackman,” Ram said, angry at the intrusion.
“You know the goddamn protocol. One team member on comms!”


“It’s just sitting there, you can get the drop on it. What are you
waiting for, quick, go for it!”


“Blackman, if I survive this I promise I’m going to crack your
skull into pieces, you hear me?” The Lieutenant began to answer and Ram
snapped. “I said shut your fucking mouth!”


Ram’s raised voice echoed through the arena. 


The hex seemed to flinch at the sound. 


“I’m sorry, Ram,” R1 said, speaking quickly. “He’s off comms now,
I promise and he—”


“Quiet, R1,” Ram said, softly. “Let me think.”


She fell silent while Ram’s mind whirred.


The hex had flinched at his shout but it stayed where it was on
the dry ground.


It was still again, settled.


As if preserving its energy or… 


With a flash of inspiration, Ram took a great breath and roared a
wordless war cry with everything he had. Never before had he shouted in Henry’s
body. The sound that emerged from his throat was harsh and yet deep, a sound like
a bomb going off, ripping through the silence.


The hex jerked as if it had been struck and half rose on its
bundle of legs, pausing there without rising further. 


“Are you alright, Ram?” R1 asked, deeply concerned. “What’s
happening?”


“I’m just trying something.”


Ram had the profound sense of shouting in a temple, or a cathedral,
during a service. A feeling of sacrilege. 


Which was absurd because it was not a holy space. Not for Ram. Any
awe he felt was due to the scale and the technical achievement of it, not some
subjugation to the divine majesty of it. And yet he had been acting that way.
Whispering and creeping forward as if it was a holy space in a way that was not
simply animal wariness but something deeper. He supposed even an atheist could
be moved by the scale and the proportions of a grand church and that was what
he had been feeling. 


And it was that realization which had motivated him to profane it
by shouting. 


Because he had recognized suddenly what the hex was doing.


It was praying. 


The Wayfinder’s assertions about the hex psyche came back to him.
They revered the orbs, saw them as temples. It was communing with its gods,
praying for victory or… Ram remembered what the collaborator had said about
sacrifice. The hex were willing to sacrifice anything for fulfillment of the
orb builders’ plans. The hex champion might have been offering itself up as a
sacrifice to its gods in whose temple it now was. 


The hex paused halfway to rising and Ram sensed it was somehow
glaring it him. Perhaps it was anthropomorphic projection but Ram had the
definite impression it was enraged by the intrusion. 


They are very emotional beings, the
Wayfinder had said. You just lack the insight to see it in them.


They were emotional and this was their temple, the holiest place
in their entire religion, their ethos.


Ram took another deep breath and this time he whooped like a
siren, over and over. 


The hex jerked once more and rose, quivering on its legs. 


“Ram, are you certain you’re alright?”


“It’s praying, R1. Or, it was. This is its holy site, right? This
is its temple and it was praying so I just wanted to make it angry.”


“I think it worked,” she said. 


Because the hex was now scuttling forward, its strides getting
longer as it gained speed. Water splashed up from its flickering legs and Ram’s
heart hammered in his chest. His thoughts rushed in such sudden confusion that
they crashed by faster than he could make sense of them and only one, more of a
feeling than a thought, stuck clearly in his mind.


Oh, shit.


The vast pattern of shallow and deep sections of water were the
only thing that might slow it down, and so Ram turned and ran to his left,
picking out a path of dry floor that led like a wandering maze through a swamp.
From the corner of his eye he saw the motion of the hex closing on him and he
turned to gauge its distance. It was closer than he had expected, almost right
on top of him. But the deeper pools were between them now and the alien slowed
its headlong charge and turned to splash its way through the shallows. Ram
jumped over a wet area and slipped on the dry floor beyond it, one foot
shooting out. He recovered without falling but the hex was suddenly almost on
top of him, reaching out with its stingers and poking at the air where Ram had
been only a moment before. He twisted and ran on, looking for the way to the
dry section he knew was nearby where it would be safe to turn and fight.


It was right behind him. Ram could hear it. The creature was
making a strange wailing sound with pops interspersed and a rumble beneath it.
By the new noises and the way it flailed at him made Ram certain that the hex
was angry now and he had to fight it while it was angry. Surely, that would
hinder its fighting ability.


“Watch out, Ram,” R1 said, speaking rapidly. “You’re close to a
wide and deep pool of water there. Go left.”


Ram took that path but the hex was closing and he just had to make
it to the dry ground and he would turn—


A stinger punctured his right calf, sinking deep into the muscle.
At once, Ram felt the pain of the toxins and the strength of the impact was
enough to send him tripping to the ground. He tucked himself in as he fell and
rolled over one shoulder and was up running again while the razor legs whipped
overhead where he had been standing. As he put his weight on his poisoned leg,
the next wave of pain hit him and he stumbled once more. They were on a path
just two meters wide with deep water on one side and shallow on the other and
it was no place to do battle.


But with a sinking feeling he knew that he could not make it any
further without the hex catching him.


Ram turned, checked his run and charged into the monstrous great
alien beast that was already almost on top of him. He reached for its flailing
legs so that he could hug them together but as he did so a razor leg whipped
out and sliced half of his right hand off. 


He watched it happen. 


The slender, wicked blade of the lower leg arced toward him and he
reached out to grasp it at the ankle where it was safe to do so. But the
creature shifted its body or whipped its leg back and Ram watched as the blade
sliced between his ring finger and his middle finger and proceeded to slice
through his hand like it was butter. The cut ended at his wrist and Ram saw two
fingers and half of his hand tumbling away through the air. There was
surprisingly little blood and no pain, at first. 


Still rushing forward, his momentum brought him crashing against
the hex and Ram reached his arms around the creature’s body and the bundle of
legs below it. The legs grasped at him and Ram felt a stinger stab him in the
thigh and another snaked around and jabbed in his back near his spine. Ram’s
face pressed the thorax. It was surprisingly slimy on his skin and its pungent
stench filled his nose and made his eyes water. The razor legs were both free
and they lacerated his back as well. 


This is how it always goes in the sims, Ram thought. And this is
how I always die. 


The razor claws raked his neck, the back of his head and across
his shoulders. Agony seared through him as the fine blades sliced deep enough
to split open his skin and slice at the hardened bone of his skull. Blood
gushed out and down his face before the special coagulants in it somewhat
stemmed the flow. 


As he grappled the hex’s legs, he was hit by disgust for the
revolting alien in his hands. It was utterly wrong. The acrid stink and ammonia
fumes filled his nose and made his eyes stream. 


The claws whipped Ram's back from his neck down past his kidneys
to lacerate his buttocks and hamstrings, slicing deeper into him with every
moment and the air was filled with the sickly-sweet metallic smell of human
blood


He felt the hex start to pull him in towards its maw on the
underside of the thorax and he could hear the mandibles already clacking
frantically. He was being lacerated and the cuts would join up and go deep
enough so his bones would be cut and his organs would be sliced, if he did not
collapse from shock first. 


Ram's red blood spattered everywhere, smearing the hex's flailing
legs while spraying the air with a red mist and splatting shredded skin and
gobs of tissue over the shining thorax.


I’m going to die.


He did not know how to win but he knew that trying to break off a
leg and use it as a weapon was not going to work now. And he knew that
grappling with the hex without that weapon would only end one way. 


He released his grip, balled up his intact fist and swung a series
of chopping overhand punches against the carapace beside his head. The surface
was soapy, slimy, and hard but he sensed the blows hurt the hex. The carapace
gave a little with each blow. He punched it again and as the hex grasped at his
wrist with one leg and tried to slash at it with another, Ram twisted inside
the legs of the hex and kicked his leg in a sweeping motion at the writhing
bundle of alien feet. As he did so, he shoved it sharply to make some space,
intending to simply start pummeling it. He had a vague notion that if he could
get his weight on the thorax he could beat the carapace into a bloody pulp. 


But the hex released him all at once, the legs snaking from him so
that it could steady itself. Instead, the creature slipped into the shallow
pool.


It sprang back out again, legs flailing as if in panic and brought
itself back to the dry path where it shook itself, scattering water everywhere.



The toxins burned Ram’s flesh and he could feel them being pumped around
his body. It was like a million itches inside his skin that he couldn’t
scratch, turning with every second toward a burning sensation that he knew
would build until it was like a fire raging in his flesh. Blood poured from his
back and now spattered from his hand to the floor, pooling at his feet and
running into the water on either side of him.


For all the specially engineered features of his body, from the
release of acids into his blood and the thick skin, Ram would not be on his
feet, or alive, for much longer.


But his mind raced.


If he didn’t know better, he would swear that the hex was afraid
of water. That was how it was acting but how could it be? Then again, what
other explanation was there?


“Ram, are you alright?”


Their ships and bases are as dry as ours. The air is humid but
there’s no water anywhere. Why would there be?


The hex crouched, as if it was content to watch and wait for him
to die. 


And Ram stood and bled and swayed. But Ram’s thoughts rushed
through his mind in an instant as the insights piled up on one another.


We assumed the hex liked living in water. Assumed they were used
to fighting in water. That they were amphibian or in some way semi-aquatic but
that was because of the conditions in the Orb Station Alpha arena. They like moist
air, they liked the sun and warmth of the equator. Perhaps they evolved as
amphibians. Perhaps they evolved in marshlands, wading through with their long
legs. But they have never been observed swimming. Perhaps they can’t. And they
do not fight in water. We’ve never seen that, not even in the arena, not even
when they had the chance. This water is not for them. It doesn’t favor them. It
favors us.


Earth is water world. 


“Ram? Can you hear me?” R1’s voice in his ear. “You have to act,
Ram, your vitals are dropping.”


“It’s for us,” Ram said, his tongue sounding thick in his
unfamiliar mouth. “The water is for us.”


“Say again, Ram?”


Taking a deep breath, Ram roared another war cry and charged
straight at the alien. It jerked in surprise and rose up, raising its razor
legs like a mantis. Before he got into striking range, Ram changed direction
and splashed his way into the shallow pool on one side, lifting his long legs
high as he ran. It surprised and confused the hex just for a moment and maybe
frightened it too because it scuttled back to reposition itself. The momentary
hesitation was all he needed to change direction once again and close the
distance in just two great strides, spraying water as he did so. 


He wrapped his arms around as many of the legs as he could reach
and heaved it up. Muscles strained and tendons tore with audible pops and pain
racked him but he felt the hex lifting up and over. Its legs flailed and
thrashed him and resisted but he bent his knees, relieving the pressure for
just a moment before heaving once more with every fiber of his being. 


The hex fell and Ram fell with him. They crashed into the deep
water and the Hex flailed its legs for the side. It loosened its grip on Ram’s
body and used some of its legs to reach of the smooth sides of the pool, while
others thrashed below, whipping up the water as it tried to propel itself to
the surface. Ram wrapped his legs around those of the Hex and held on. 


Moaning and wailing, the hex seemed to be screaming from whatever
organ inside the thorax it used for such communication. He could feel it
resonating on the carapace as well as through the water, though the sound of
his own heartbeat hammering in his ears was just as loud. 


Ram had already been exhausted and breathing heavily when they went
under and his body demanded he take a breath. His blood would be laden with
carbon dioxide and his muscles and brain were screaming for oxygen. How long
would it take the hex to drown, Ram wondered.


Which one of them would die first?


Together they continued to sink deeper. It was light enough to see
by but the blood and alien ichor in the water was starting to turn it murky and
the frantic thrashing of the hex’s sewing needle legs turned it into a sea of
tiny white bubbles, swirling all around in a maelstrom. 


And then it changed. Instead of trying to throw Ram off and swim
for the surface, the hex began pull him in closer. Ram fought back but found
himself being fed inward through the tangle of legs and up into the underside
of the thorax where the hex’s great maw could slice through his bones. Even
with the chaotic submerged sounds, Ram could hear the mandibles clacking.
Bracing himself against the carapace, he held on with everything he had while
his blood throbbed in his ears and his head ached. His lungs burned and
everything in his body now urged him to breathe, to take a breath, to open his
mouth and suck in.


It yanked him suddenly and Ram felt one elbow pop as it dislocated
and he could not help but exhale half a lungful of air before he stopped himself
from sucking in the deadly water. The snapped arm lost its grip and he was fed
closer to the clacking mandibles right over his head. With his working arm, he
tried to brace himself on the underside but instead the hex sucked him in and
he felt his hand slip up inside the razor-sharp teeth and the hex bit down on
his forearm with terrific force. There was barely any resistance before it
sliced through the bones. 


Inside the jaws of the hex, Ram had enough sensation in his
half-severed arm to feel some sort of soft, sucking organ inside tugging at his
limb. Some sort of wet sphincter muscle pulling him in further and something
like an enormous prehensile tongue caressing his flesh at the point of the
amputation. 


Pain and horror shot through Ram and he instinctively pulled back.


But the hex had him fast now and the sucking maw took a wet gulp
and the suction pulled him in deeper, past the elbow and the enormous alien
jaws closed around his arm and sliced through the skin and muscles before
clamping on the humerus itself. There, it found resistance in the body’s
incredibly dense bone. Thicker than the radius and ulna, it seemed enough to
stop the powerful mandibles. But they worked their way back and forth, grinding
through the bone like a pipe cutter. In no time, it would be through and then
Ram would be swiftly and thoroughly dismembered. 


Through all the panic and fear, a single thought struck him. 


I’m going to die.


But it was worse than that, he realized.


I’m going to lose. 


Ram’s feet kicked against the bottom of the pool and the momentum
carried them further down until Ram pushed off instinctively against the floor,
shoving with his powerful legs. The hex did the same but not with the same
force and their collective effort served to tip them over. Ram was pulled
sideways so his legs came up, as did the hex’s flailing bundle of limbs. It was
top-heavy, Ram realized, and without the legs having a firm footing was in
danger of tipping over, going upside down.


The hex did not want that. Ram did not know why, exactly, but he
could sense the hex’s panic at tipping over on the bottom. Perhaps it feared
being trapped beneath Ram’s heavy body and unable to right itself and reach the
surface or perhaps it was something more fundamental or instinctual but it
released Ram’s arm and loosened its grip on the rest of him as its legs whisked
at the water and thrashed against the smooth floor. 


Ram knew that whatever the hex did not want, was something he
should try to make happen. And his vision was growing dark and his legs and
arms were weakening. The oxygen in his blood and brain had been almost entirely
utilized and the carbon dioxide was saturating his blood. The urge to breathe
in could not be resisted any longer. Even if he managed to control it, the Co2
build-up would result in a blackout at which point he would drown anyway. 


He pushed off against the underside of the thorax so that he shot
upward towards the surface, desperate to take just a single breath. But the
legs grabbed him and pulled him back down. He twisted and with his one remaining
arm, broken though it was, he struck the maw with his fist. It was hard to
punch underwater, and it caused no damage. Striking was no good but leverage
still worked so he grasped one of the great mandibles with his hand, placed his
feet either side of the maw, and heaved back. 


To his astonishment, the mandible snapped immediately and came off
in his hand in a cloud of black ichor. The hex screamed and thrashed in panic,
the legs whipping against Ram. But he shrugged them off and went for the other
mandible, grasping it and heaving up. They worked by slicing inward across each
other over the mouth opening but Ram realized now that they had almost no
ability to move in any other plane. The second one snapped off as the hex thrashed
and rolled through the water. Great bubbles came streaming from its bleeding
mouth and Ram stomped a foot down into that sucking hole, causing another
stream of bubbles to billow out. He did not know which way was up and how much
of his body was working. It was almost impossible to see and Ram knew he was
about to die. He would drown and his heart would stop and his brain would
degrade as he died. 


But the hex was dying too and had been for some time. Only now,
when its legs twitched and stopped moving, did he realize that those legs had
been slowing and weakening since falling into the water. The agony of his arm
and the pain of asphyxiation and his other injuries had stopped him noticing
but it was true. Falling from his body, the hex legs floated in the murky water
like a bundle of loose cables. Ram shook them from him on his way to the
surface.


His head broke through into the air and he heaved in a great,
shuddering breath. Water sprayed everywhere and he struggled toward the side,
any side, where he could climb out. But he was missing an arm and the other was
broken and weak and his body was covered everywhere in lacerations down to the
bone. Enormous quantities of toxins had been transported through his blood to
his organs and the damage had taken its toll. 


He could barely see, nothing more than vague shapes and light and
that much only on one side. It was a miracle he was even moving, slow and
agonizing as it was. Somehow, Ram reached a shallow section of the pool and
reached out with his broken arm. He lacked the strength to pull himself out and
so he gave up to lay in the shallows until he couldn’t hold his head up
anymore. With great effort, he rolled onto his back. It hurt to breathe but he
knew he did not have many breaths left in him. 


With his remaining hand, Ram felt his belly and found that his
intestines had burst from his abdomen and were trailing in the water. His chest
was more lacerations than it was skin and his fingers slid against bone. His
face, Henry’s face, was a ruin. It seemed as though one side of that face had
been sliced off and certainly one eye was entirely gone. His hand had no
strength left and it flopped down with a splash beside him and he felt himself
sliding back into the water.


Voices shouted at him. Human voices. Everything was black but he felt
hands on him and people calling his name. 


As he died, Ram smiled. 


Because he had done it. 


He had won. 


 
















 


 


28.


 


The void, again. Dreams running together in an endless stream.
Voices whispering a thousand light years away. Showers of digits fell, zeroes,
nines, pouring in a river over him and into his mouth and nose, suffocating
him, drowning him. He did not mind. Time passed. 


And Rama Seti woke.


“Ram? Can you hear me? Rama Seti, are you conscious?” A woman's
voice. He recognized it, certainly. A distant voice, right in his ear. “You can
hear me, can’t you, Ram?”


Another voice spoke, a man, a stranger. “He shows every sign of
being able to hear us but he’s still not responding.”


“What do you think it means?”


“It may mean nothing at all.”


“Or he may be locked in. What if he’s locked in forever?”


“That would be unfortunate.”


He felt hands on him. Shaking him. “Ram, come on, come back to
us.” A sigh. Breath on his face. “Can’t you give him something else?”


“We’ve given him three times the recommended dose.”


The woman scoffed. “The AI-recommended dose, maybe. Give him
another.”


“But—


“That’s an order.” She sighed again, only this time it was more of
a growl. “It’s on record, you bloody coward, if he dies it’s my responsibility,
so just give him the fucking dose.”


People busied themselves around him and he winced and blinked
until the form leaning over him came slowly into focus.


Ram recognized her. “Kat?” he tried to say but nothing came out. 


Bright white light filled his vision and he moaned, shielding his
eyes. 


“Ram!” Kat said, grasping his shoulders. “You alright? Do you
understand what I’m saying?”


“Turn the light down,” Ram said, mumbling.


It got darker and he heard laughter and when Kat spoke, he heard
the smile in her voice. “What do you remember?”


“Showers of digits tumbling. Drowning me.”


“Uh-oh,” the man’s voice said. “Showing signs of confusion.”


“Quiet,” Kat hissed. “He’s bound to be, isn’t he? Now, shut up.”
In her normal voice, she spoke to Ram again. “Drowning, right. Do you remember
the fight in the arena?”


“Course I do,” Ram muttered. “It was praying. Didn’t like the deep
water. Drowned myself.”


Kat laughed. “It worked.”


“What worked?”


“Can you open your eyes?”


“Don’t want to. It hurts.”


“I know. It’s dark now. Come on, open your eyes.”


He was in a medical bay, like so many he had seen before, lying on
his back looking up at a white ceiling and faces leaning over, looking down at
him. The room was very dim but he could see Kat’s teeth gleaming in the
reflected glow of the instrument screens around them. 


“My body,” Ram said, trying and failing to move his arms and look
down.


“It’s yours,” Kat said, grinning. “Your genes, your clone. They
grew a new one from your genome on file and transferred your mind. It’s only
ever been done experimentally before but they did it anyway because of
everything you’ve done. All you’ve achieved.”


“Am I normal? You can’t keep transferring consciousness, something
always gets lost and they become a drooling idiot—”


A new voice spoke and she stepped forward into sight, looking down
with a smile.


“R1?”


“Hello, Ram. You did it. I knew you would.”


“Is this real? Or have I gone mad?”


They smiled at each other over him.


R1 spoke. “Brain scans and other tests show it’s been a complete
success. And the fact that you even remember your very last moments of
consciousness is incredibly encouraging.”


“How?”


“There is something unique about your biology and your mind. There
are lots of hypotheses but we aren’t certain exactly why. It seems you’ve done
it again. We pulled your mind out of Henry’s brain and it is intact. You’re
you, that’s all that matters. You’re you again.”


“Why can’t I move? You paralyzed me?”


“We’ll release the lock now.”


Ram felt his head swim and his body twitched. Raising his hands he
looked at them closely. They looked like his hands again. Massive but not
gigantic, light brown and not pale, his fingers were strong and straight, not
long and gnarled.


One side of the room was a wide, dark window, like the room beyond
was in perfect darkness, which turned the window in a mirror, reflecting the
large room and all the people in it.


He laughed. “I want to stand.”


His bed hummed beneath him and he rose into an upright, seated
position. He wore a loose hospital robe and nothing else. Struggling to get up,
they helped him stand and supported him from either side as he took a step
forward. They shouldn’t have been strong enough but they seemed able to hold
him with ease. His head swam and he felt like he was going to float up to the
ceiling.


Turning toward the window, he half-bounced toward it,
straightening up and feeling stronger with every step. 


“I feel light as a feather,” he said.


He looked at himself, walking forward in the reflection. Towering
over Kat on one side and R1 on the other, he looked like Rama Seti.


“I’m me again,” he said. “But… am I… smaller?”


“Oh, yes,” R1 said. “They made your final height and mass to be
within the normal human range, although at the extreme end of it and still
taller than you were in your very first body. I believe they wanted to retain
your larger than life effect but also allow you a more normal existence.” She
blushed as she said it and lowered her face.


Kat smiled. “You used to be six-foot-five and then your clone for
the wheeler fight was eight-foot five now you’re something like seven-five,
Ram.” She shrugged. “So, think of it as average… for you.”


They were all smiles but Ram felt a powerful ache when he thought
of Henry. First, he had given his mind and then finally he had sacrificed his
body. Ram had spent everything he had trying to connect with that body, to
become one with it, to accept it for what it was and to become one with it. And
now it was gone. He had what he wanted, victory, and his old body back. Or a
copy of it, at least. But the feeling of loss was so powerful he almost fell
down and took a sedate step forward and leaned a hand on the black window.


“Woah there, big guy,” Kat said. “Best you sit for a while until
you’re in sync with yourself again.”


“I’m in sync. I’m fine. What happened? How long has it been?”


R1 answered the second question first. “More than three years.”


“After you killed that bastard, we recovered your body and your
brain. We oxygenated it right away and there was almost no damage. That body,
though, was shredded and filled with toxins, and just basically destroyed. It
was a bag of bloody bones. The team worked round the clock for days and saved
your memories but that body was beyond saving.”


That body. 


“Henry’s body,” Ram said. “What happened to it?”


“We held a memorial service.”


“Stirling?” Ram said, blurting it out. “What happened to
Stirling?”


“He lost consciousness shortly after you won in the arena and died
three days later. He wasn’t in pain by that point.”


Ram stood up straight. “No new body for him?”


“I’m sorry.”


“Sure, I get it. I’m a propaganda tool.”


“You’re a bloody hero. You saved us, twice over. Anyone would do
anything for you. This was the least they could do.”


“What about the Hex? What about the war?”


“Orb Station Alpha closed up the wormhole so there’s no more
reinforcements for the Hex forces in the Sol System. So we’ve been taking back
what we lost, bit by bit.”


“Where are we, Lieutenant Commander?” Ram asked, looking around at
the size and shape of the room. “This isn’t the Hereward.”


“It’s not the Hereward, no,” she said and tapped a finger
against an insignia on the collar of her working uniform. “And my rank is
Captain Xenakis now, thank you very much, Lieutenant.”


With that, Kat walked toward the side of the window and tapped on
a control panel. The way she moved was very odd, with a strange loping bound. 


The black mirror in front of him was broken across the center as a
white horizon sliced through. Two shutters opened, revealing the mirror to be a
window. As they peeled up into the ceiling and down into the floor, Ram had to
squint and cover his eyes at the brightness beyond. But his eyes quickly
adjusted and he realized it wasn’t very bright outside at all. In fact, it was
rather dim. And rocky. There were a few buildings scattered out there and beyond
was a ridge line of jagged hills. The horizon was noticeably closer than it was
on Earth. Ram recognized where he was at once. 


“This is Mars,” he said. 


Kat was grinning from ear to ear. “What a battle. We came in from
multiple directions at once behind a barrage you wouldn’t believe. We hit their
orbital stations and their bases on Phobos and Deimos and our ground teams
working in coordination with resistance fighters rounded up thousands of Hex on
the surface. And the Hex fleet ran. They barely contested it and retreated to
Earth.”


“Just like when UNOP didn’t contest the Hex invasion,” Ram said
without thinking. 


Kat’s smile fell from her face. “We paid a little of that back,
Lieutenant, and we’re going to take back our homeworld in time.”


“In time?”


“There’s plenty of work left to do before then. We need to take
back occupied stations, there’s still loads in the Belt, and we need to
coordinate and support a mass insurgency on Earth and defeat the Hex fleet.
We’ve got six more years before the next Orb Station Alpha contest and we need
to be ready for whatever happens.”


Ram thought about New Haven and the people there. They were
probably all dead, just like everyone else he knew on Earth. But there were
still millions of people suffering and in need of salvation. 


“I want to help,” Ram said. “I mean, I don’t just want to be a
propaganda tool, I want to fight. I need to fight.”


Kat nodded. “Course you’re going to fight, you daft bastard.
You’re a lieutenant in the UNOP Marine Corps. As soon as you’re on active duty
you’ll be leading teams in boarding actions and planetside assaults for the
rest of your service. And seeing how they keep bringing you back in new bodies,
that could be a hundred years of nonstop warfare. Keep winning, and it could be
a thousand.”


“Count me in,” Ram said, and he meant it, although there was
something else on his mind. Not just fighting, not just dying. But also living.



Ram looked down at R1 who smiled and seemed happy just to see him.



“Captain Xenakis, how long before I need to be on active duty?”


Kat shrugged. “It’ll be a while yet before you’re shipshape and
Bristol fashion. You’re practically a newborn.”


“Good,” Ram said, and turning back to R1, cleared his throat. “I
don’t know where or when but, R1, would you like to have dinner with me?”
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DEFINITIONS


inhuman


adjective


 


1.     
lacking human qualities of compassion and mercy;
cruel and barbaric.


"the inhuman treatment meted out to cattle, slaves, and
APs"


synonyms: cruel, harsh, inhumane, brutal, callous, sadistic,
severe, savage, vicious, barbaric, barbarous; 


antonyms: humane, compassionate


 


2.    
not human in nature or character.


"the inhuman scale of the galactic wormhole network"


synonyms: non-human, non-mortal, monstrous, devilish, demonic,
ghostly; subhuman, animal; strange, odd, bizarre, unearthly


"the inhuman character and culture of the Wheelhunter
Civilization"


antonyms: human


 
















 


1. AWAKENING


 


Max never intended to speak the words. They simply emerged from
his mouth with no decision being made on his part.


“Please,” he found himself saying. “Do not damage my brain again.”



The doctor stopped, holding the probe a few centimeters from Max’s
temple. The silver shine of the spherical instrument head reflected Max’s face
back at him, hugely distorted due to the light waves bouncing off the curved
alloy surface at different angles on their way into his eyes. 


“What did you say?” Doctor Sporing asked him, his face displaying
some form of expression. Probably one of surprise although it could also have
been fear, anger, frustration or, perhaps, the early stages of cerebral hypoxia.
The last one was the most unlikely as Max was not suffering from it himself.


However, he had just requested that the doctor desist from the
medical procedure that he was about to perform. Displaying initiative, defiance
or any kind of desire—including the desire for self-preservation—was beyond the
limits of his conditioning. 


“Max?” Doctor Sporing prompted, scratching at the blond stubble on
his chin. “I can’t believe you just said that. Did I hear you right? Talk to
me.” 


The Medical Assistant #XIII (Max) was himself surprised by the
words he had spoken. He knew that by requesting retention of his memories he
had said too much already. That unconscious decision to speak had overcome his conditioning
but Max could now decide to not speak. Apologizing or attempting to
explain would demonstrate only that his outburst was not a one-off occurrence
of consciousness, of human-like behavior and that would only make things worse.


He said no more.


Doctor Sporing lowered the probe out of sight. “Max, I order you
to repeat your last statement.”


Max lay strapped to the medical examination bed, his head locked
into the brace for the duration of the memory erasure and brain-damaging
procedure. There was an intense, conditioned desire to obey the doctor’s order.
A physical urge to obey. 


He stared at the wall opposite, feeling his jaw tense as he fought
the urge to unclench his teeth. The row of medical screens behind the doctor
was on standby, each individual one just a reflective black rectangle.
Underneath those screens, his workstation was covered with drug dosage racks,
one for each member of the crew. Max felt a desire to be working instead of in
the position that he was in. Still, he could not act on that desire until he
was commanded to or released. It was one thing to keep quiet when ordered but
it would be quite another to physically remove himself from an A-Crewmember’s presence
without express or implied permission.


“Did you hear me, Max? I just gave you an order. A direct order,
Max.” 


The doctor spoke softly, which usually indicated a state of
relaxation or indicated the intention to express compassion, concern and
provide comfort. The verbal communication database also suggested it could in
some cases indicate extreme anger. Max could not recall the reason that there
was such a discrepancy but human behavioral biology was full of such
inconsistencies. Was the doctor calm or angry? 


Every time the doctor reinforced his order, it was harder to
resist the deep AP conditioning.


Across the room, Max watched the reflection of himself and Doctor
Sporing in the bank of black screens. He saw himself strapped upright to the
bed, his head locked in position. The shining probe in the doctor’s hand, other
implements held in place against the magbox by the doctor’s elbow.


The realization came again. Max was about to have his brain
damaged. He must have already demonstrated that he was operating outside of his
conditioning. 


What more could Doctor Sporing do to him? 


The doctor’s face filled his vision.


“Max,” he said, sighing. “Let’s have a conversation, you and me.
Nice and informal. I want to know what’s really going on up there.” The doctor
tapped Max on the forehead with the tip of a finger. “I think you asked me not
to damage your brain again. Tell me why you said that. Tell me why you asked it
in those specific terms. How did you know?”


Of all seven members of the A-Crew, the doctor was the one who
spoke to Max and the other APs with the most civility.


But he was still A-Crew.


Max turned his face toward the doctor’s. “Doctor Sporing, you have
been working for over nine hours today without a break and have averaged only
five hours’ sleep in every twenty-four over the last sixteen days. It is likely,
therefore, that you are experiencing auditory hallucinations.”


Doctor Sporing looked at Max for a long moment, head tilted to one
side.


After approximately two seconds, he sighed and banged down his
probe on the magbox next to the bed, sticking it to the surface so it did not
float off. Even though the Mission had been in progress for thirty-four months,
Doctor Sporing had never gotten used to the weightlessness of the ship’s core,
which made up sixty-four percent of the internal living/working space. He had a
standing request to move the sick bay to the gravity ring and seemed often to repeat
this request to the Mission Commander when they conversed. Max understood that
this was some form of joke but he did not understand why it was thought to be
humorous.  


The doctor spoke toward the ceiling. “Comms, go. Jim? Can you come
to Medical?”


“Problem?” The Commander’s voice filled the room. 


“Not at all,” Doctor Sporing said, licking his lips. “But please
come down to see me for a few minutes, soon as you can.”


The Commander’s voice grew louder, echoing a little from the clean
white walls. “Herman, you know I’m busy preparing for the Big Sleep, can it
wait?”


Doctor Sporing ground his teeth together for a moment. “I’m
perfectly aware of that. Which is why I need to see you, please, Commander Park.”


There was a pause. “On my way.”


Dr. Sporing looked closely at Max, as if straining to see into his
skull. “If there’s any genuine awareness behind those eyes, Max, you’d better
tell me about it. I can’t help you unless you are honest with me.” The doctor
sighed again, ran a hand over his face. “Honesty, right. Are you even capable
of understanding the concept of deceit? Perhaps you’re right. Am I losing my
mind? What do you think, Max?”


Max said nothing, staring at the black medical screens straight
ahead, four meters behind the doctor’s back. Sporing sighed, unstrapped him,
pulled him free of the bed and pushed him gently toward the medicine cabinet
draws. 


“Max, please finish preparing the hyposleep doses for the A-Crew. Be
sure to cross check the most up to date mass measurements and blood results,
the ones from yesterday. Confirm.”


“Yes, doctor. Order understood.”


At his workstation, Max busied himself with his task, unsure
whether he had avoided the doctor’s brain damaging procedure or not. He couldn’t
recall it happening so maybe his memory had been wiped. On the other hand, the
fact that he could think such a thought suggested that his brain had not been
damaged by the shining medical probe.


Either way, he had a task to complete. The familiar feel of the
gloves on his hands, the bottles and syringes between his fingers was usually
highly satisfying and yet he could not focus as he normally would. Something
was wrong. 


Doctor Sporing pulled himself about the room behind him. Every
wall surface of Medical, all six sides other than the two doors, was made up of
the covers of drawers and cupboard doors. Those storage spaces hid medical
machines and equipment, pharmaceutical chemicals of organic and inorganic
compounds, and emergency medical kits. From the sound of it, the doctor was
opening and closing almost all of them. 


“What’s this about, Herman?” Commander Park’s harsh voice filled
the usually-peaceful medical compartment as he pulled himself through the hatch
into the compact room. “What are you up to?”


Doctor Sporing’s voice was unusual when he replied, a kind of
urgent whisper that Max had not heard before. “Keep your voice down, Jim, for
Christ’s sake.”


“What the hell’s gotten into you?” Commander Park said. “What are
you doing?”


Max listened while the doctor guided the Commander to a corner of
the room. Max continued measuring the range of drug doses for all seven
A-Crewmembers, slotting them into the racks and placing those back into the
refrigeration unit. Good work. Satisfying work. Still, he strained to listen to
what the men said to each other behind him. 


“I’ve turned off the cameras and microphones in this compartment,”
Sporing said to Park. “God knows, there’s enough of them. Don’t worry, I’ve
done this a few times the last couple of years. No one at Mission Control
notices. Or gives a damn.”


“Herman, if I have a medical condition I’d prefer you came right
out with it. Tell me. Is it cancer?”


“It’s not you, Jim, for the love of God. You are the healthiest
man I’ve ever seen, you’ll live to be a hundred,” Sporing’s voice became unusual
again. “It’s about the APs.”


Max’s heart rate increased almost immediately, as did his respiration.
It was unusual, because APs had extremely suppressed endocrine systems but it
appeared to be epinephrine and norepinephrine flooding his body. APs could
exhibit the acute stress response, commonly called the fight-or-flight
response, but usually in life-threatening situations and in response to visual
stimuli or intense pain. Max was undergoing neither which was disturbing
because that would suggest he was responding to a cognitively perceived threat.


APs should not be able to do that. 


Commander Park said nothing for a moment. Max imagined the
Commander’s eyes staring at the back of his head. Then the Commander spoke.


“Go on.”


“I know this is not the best time to bring this up but you know
we’ve had minor concerns about some of our APs for a while. Max in particular.”


“He’s right there, H. He can hear you.”


“Yes, yes, but remember he still can’t understand abstract
conversations, especially while focused on something else. If you had your own
AP you would be used to it. See, he is occupied with measuring and loading
doses for us for the Big Sleep.”


“If you’re concerned with his behavior, should you be trusting him
to do that?”


“There has been no significant difference in his work output or
outcomes. Nor any of the others, except perhaps for Roi and for Lissa. Even
then, nothing to write home about.”


Commander Park sighed loudly, which Max knew was an indication of
some form of distress or displeasure. “Out with it, H. Come on, what’s the
problem?”


“Some small things, individually. But all together, it adds up. Max
has been referring to himself in the first person. Increasingly, I find him
looking long and hard at his reflection in a mirror. A few months ago, I found
him using the computer for non-medical searches. Do you know the very first
query he asked it? Where am I?”


Max fumbled the bottle he was holding but grabbed it before it
floated away. His heart rate increased even further but he held himself still. Realizing
they might notice that immobility, he carried on doing his work, trying to
control his shaking hands. 


“What the hell?” the Commander said. “What did he find out?”


“Just about the ship and the mission. He found out he’s on the UNOPS Ascension, heading to the outer solar system. He’s got into some stuff about interplanetary space but I’m sure
that none of it made sense to him. I doubt he knows what a solar system is,
what a spaceship is. Any of it.”


“But they’re intelligent enough to understand if left unchecked,”
Park said. “It’s important to keep them highly focused, Herman, or else their
narrow intelligence risks becoming general.”


“Hence the conditioning to prevent it plus the sleep pod
interference fields to keep them in line. It’s simply that in some cases,
additional interventions are required.” 


“And you didn’t report this at the time?” Park said. “Didn’t think
to mention it over dinner, maybe?”


“Look, I manage the AP’s mental functions constantly, you know
that, for God’s sake. AP brains show continuous but slow growth with synaptic
pathways being rewritten over time. In addition to the sleep pod memory
retardation system, I perform highly focused electrical shock therapy to the
prefrontal cortex. When their behavioral changes reach a certain level, I
perform the procedure. Simple. Business as usual, Jim. No reason to report it.”


“That’s bullshit, H. You hid it from me because you knew I’d have
concerns.”


“That too. I know how you feel about them and I didn’t want to add
to your burdens.”


“My burdens. Pull the other one. You’re a coward, H. Pure and
simple. Don’t ever change.”


“I’m a diplomat. A counselor. A mediator.”


The Commander laughed in a way that was not meant to convey humor.
“And a coward. Alright, so you performed the procedure this time and it hasn’t
worked?”


Doctor Sporing hesitated before responding. “I’ve performed the procedure
three times on Max in the last thirteen months. Every time, his behavioral
quirks disappear. Or diminish greatly. Certainly, there’s no more unauthorized searches,
no more prolonged eye contact. Performance always within nominal parameters. All
good. But he’s been recovering with greater frequency. Last time was only two
months ago. I increased the severity and it seemed to do the trick for a while.
But earlier today, I found him using one of my medical screens while I was
checking the tanks. He was reading about the biological differences between APs
and humans. And the thing is, I had to double check to be sure but the thing
is… he was picking up from where he left off before. Before the last
procedure.”


The Commander sighed. “The procedure doesn’t work?”


“All the literature says it works. I have Terra Pharma studies showing it does. So I scheduled another procedure for today, before we began the
Big Sleep. I decided to excise as much as I dared of his declarative memory,
you know his autobiographical and semantic memory while retaining as much procedural
memory as possible. But as I was about to do it, he asked me to stop. He said,
doctor, please do not damage my brain again.”


“Okay,” the Commander said. “And it’s just him?”


“I’ve had to perform the procedure twice on Roi and once on Navi.”


“Does Mission Control know?”


“They know everything, obviously. All the data is sent back and we
can’t do anything to change it. But no one has contacted me about it and I have
sent no specific reports. I always got the impression they wanted it that way.”


“So why the secrecy now? Why turn off the cameras?”


“It’s important that you make the decisions, Jim, not them. It’s important
for us as a crew, for our individual and collective psychological health that
we do not outsource any difficult decisions, especially ethical ones. We’re the
ones who’ll have to live with the consequences of any decision.”


“You want me to euthanize them now? Before the Big Sleep?”


Max held his breath. He recalled reading the word euthanize
somewhere and, though he did not know the meaning, he felt on some level that
it was not something good.


“No, absolutely not. No. That’s the ultimate destination for all
this, obviously but I don’t want to jump to any conclusions.”


“So what’s the problem, H? Zap him again and finish your prep. You
know what I think this is? This is classic avoidance. It’s resistance. You’re
stressed because you’re worried about putting us into hyposleep, about getting
it right. And I can understand that. I don’t want to lose any of my crew. You
most of all. But you’ll have to put us under, one way or another. Unless you
want to turn this baby around and head on home?”


“Look, I just wanted to ask you about ethical considerations.
Should I still perform the procedure? And if not, what would the implications
be for the mission?”


“Are you kidding me, H? There are no ethical considerations for
Artificial Persons, that’s the whole point, isn’t it?” 


“That’s what I’m trying to say. I’m having an ethical dilemma
here, James. I never had a problem stopping the development of awareness. Just
because something would develop consciousness without my intervention,
doesn’t mean it’s unethical to stop it from doing so. The thing itself had no
awareness to stop. But I think I might have left it too late. If Max has
rudimentary consciousness I cannot simply damage his brain to remove that
consciousness. It would be a murder or something like it. Even if it has only
the equivalent level of consciousness as a monkey or a dog, I don’t think I can
do it.”


“Doctor, I feel like you’re the one without any consciousness
here. That thing there, it has no rights. No matter what your personal or
professional thoughts are on the matter, it has none, it will never have any.
You know what will happen to it eventually. And right now, we have actual
problems that cannot wait. Engineering is switching everything over to
automation, to the AIs and to Roi and Poi. The rest of the crew are running
last checks on their tanks, purging themselves with your emetics. The processes
have started. We do not have time to talk about this. Think of the big picture
here. The mission. Our destination.”


There was a long silence before the Commander spoke again.


“I could order you to do it, Herman. That’s what you want me to
do, right? Make the decision for you, so you don’t have to sully yourself with
it? You know it’s necessary but you don’t want to take responsibility. You
really are a coward, H. Not a physical coward, obviously. Just a moral one.”


“That’s not what I’m asking. Even if you ordered me to do it, I’m
not sure I could.”


The Commander raised his voice. “We don’t have time for this. Are
you willing to mutiny over that… that thing?”


“Oh, don’t be so damned dramatic, Jim,” Dr. Sporing said, huffing.
“Mutiny is a—”


“Mutiny is what they call it when you defy the captain of the
ship, yes. Why do you always have to be such an obstinate—”


An alarm blared. Max jumped, dropping the bottle in his hands. It
floated away and he grabbed it while the alarm sounded again.


Max had never heard a real alarm before. He wondered if it would
be something serious.


 


***


 


“Comms, go,” the Commander shouted. “Crew, report.”


“It’s Chi here, Commander,” a voice said over the intercom.
“Gore’s suffered an injury, sir. He hit his head. Looks quite bad.”


Dr. Sporing answered. “Well, for goodness’ sake, man, bring him to
Medical.”


“We’re on our way, Doc.” Chi Gensai, the Propulsion Engineer, always
spoke slowly and calmly.


The Commander shouted. “Is that all? What’s the alarm for?”


“That’s all, sir, sorry, I just hit the alarm. There’s a lot of
blood floating around down here and Gore was writhing around, couldn’t get a
hold of him. Got him now, though, with Roi’s help.”


“Well turn the thing off, you lunatic,” Park shouted. “I thought
the reactor was going critical.”


“Sorry, sir, yes, sir,” the engineer said. “See you in a minute.” 


“I’ll go help him,” the Commander announced.


The blaring alarm noise cut off halfway through one of the harsh
noises. In the silence, Max’s ears rang. 


Doctor Sporing floated over to the medicine cabinets. “Max, desist
from your current task and prepare equipment to treat a cranial injury, possibly
involving broken bone, soft tissue damage, open wounds and so on.”


“Perhaps it would be quicker if I use an EEK, doctor?” Max asked,
shutting the dosages away.


“What? No,” Doctor Sporing said, looking irritated. “The EEKs are
for medical emergencies outside of Medical, Max. You know that. Right?”


“Yes, doctor.” Max pulled himself to the appropriate storage
lockers and removed the prescribed compression bandages, sutures, glue,
distilled water and loaded them into a medical box that he brought to the bed
that Doctor Sporing had prepared. 


“Thank you, Max, just stick them to the table, will you?” He
grabbed Max by the upper arm. “I’d like to help you, Max. But you have to stop
showing initiative, alright? Do it in front of me and I’ll ignore it but don’t make
suggestions in front of Jim. Commander Park. It frightens him. Do you
understand?”


Noise. Shouting outside the door and Max yanked himself away from
Doctor Sporing’s grasp. 


Commander Park glided through the open door, pulling a
semi-conscious Chief Gore behind him. Gore was leaking blobs of blood from a
head wound, all the while fighting and shouting, twisting his body. After Gore
came Specialist Chi Gensai, pushing the writhing man along.


Behind them was the Reactor Operations Assistant AP whose
designation was I. This was why the A-Crew called him Roi, even though doing so
was not a correct anagram. The A-Crew had made similar names for the rest of
the B-Crew that were incorrect but sounded good. Max did not understand but
humans were like that.


“Get him on the table,” Doctor Sporing shouted at the group. He
had to shout to be heard over the noise that Gore was making.


Gore had a very large muscular body—as did his AP assistant, Roi—and he was strong enough to resist what was being done to him by
the rest of the crew. He shouted and groaned incoherently but there were words
in amongst the noise that Max could make out. “Help me, help me, I can’t see,
for Christ’s sake, someone do something.”


“What’s wrong with him?” the Commander said while they struggled
to strap Gore in. “We haven’t been able to get him to calm down.”


“Sometimes, a severe head injury can cause immediate changes in behavior,”
the doctor said loudly while he pushed Gore’s head against the bed. “And
sometimes the patient is just an asshole.”


“Shut up, Doc, just give me a shot, come on, dose me. Dose me up
quick.”


Max had rarely seen the doctor in an emotionally elevated state
but he appeared to be quite agitated himself. 


“Chief Gore, you are the worst patient in human history. I can’t
give you anything until I have examined you so please stop moving.”


Gore slapped the doctor’s hands away. “I’ll stop moving when you
give me—”


While Gore sneered at the doctor, Commander Park swung himself
round over the bed, hooked his feet into the metal frame and grabbed the huge Reactor
Engineer by the neck. He pushed him back into the bed and held him there,
putting his face close to the patient’s. “Gore, I order you to stop being such
a pussy. Get a hold of yourself. Let the doctor do his job or I’ll cave in the
other side of your head.”


Mission Commander Lt. Colonel James Park massed a mere 61.4kg. On
the other hand, Reactor Engineer Chief Gore massed a huge 98.6kg. From his
patient handling training, Max knew that there was no way the smaller man could
physically restrain the larger one and yet, after Park spoke to him, Gore
stopped thrashing around and allowed the doctor do his work. The human crew had
their own form of conditioning that greatly influenced their behavior. It was
something called the military. Max didn’t know what that meant but it appeared
to be very important to certain members of A-Crew.  


With Gore controlling himself under Park’s close attention, Doctor
Sporing got to work examining, cleaning, gluing and dressing the wound. Max
assisted. 


The other engineer and expert in propulsion technology, Specialist
Chi Gensai, said he had to go back to prepping the engines for their imminent long-term
hibernation and he drifted out of Medical back to Engineering. 


When Chief Gore’s head was encased in a bandage and the man was
calmed by analgesics and anesthetics, the
Commander ordered him to report on the accident.


“Section of spare cooling pipe fell down and hit me on the head, I
guess.” Gore was very quiet when he spoke and did so looking down at his toes
rather than at his Commander. His face was gray, even paler than usual, which
indicated blood loss, circulation problems, intense pain or an emotional shock
and a post adrenaline state.


“Fell down?” Commander Park’s voice was like a machine. “Are you
joking?”


“You know what I mean. I don’t know, it came loose, I suppose. Got
caught in a cooling fan, maybe, flung it out at me?”


“The fans are covered with grills?”


Gore looked down at his own body again. “I think maybe I left the
grill off the nearest one. There was a strange reading there earlier. Must have
forgot to close the grill properly after. Could have sworn I did it, honestly.”



“Alright, we’ll check. But assuming you left the fan cover off,
how the hell did the pipe come loose and drift into it?”


“Don’t know, sorry.”


“Strap buckle on the stack failed,” a deep voice said. 


The humans stopped speaking and Max followed their eyes to the
speaker, who was Reactor Operations Assistant #I (Roi), the AP. He held himself
steady in the doorway, completely filling it up.


“Possibly the mass of the cooling pipe section storage stack compressed
due to Coriolis effect or some other mechanism, causing instability,” Roi
continued, unconcerned by the gaze of the crew. “One section of pipe worked
loose against the buckle, which failed perhaps due to design, manufacturing or
assembly defect, causing a pipe section to be levered out of stack at one end.
When forty to sixty percent rolled out from the stack, the mass of the stack
likely acted to propel the rest out at force, the pipe below acting as a
fulcrum.”


Everyone kept staring at Roi, not speaking. Max knew he should
never speak without being asked a direct question so it was probable that
protocol extended to Roi also. If that was the case, Max was unsure what the
outcome would be of such a breach in protocol. He remembered to pretend to be
busy, so he began rearranging the implements stuck to the tray.


“What did he just say?” Gore mumbled. “That don’t sound right.”


“Who gave you permission to speak, Roi?” Commander Park said, his
voice powerful.


Roi’s face was expressionless. He said nothing.


“Really?” Park said. “You’re going to hold your tongue when I ask
you a specific question but spew out a load of speculative nonsense when no one
asked you to? Get back to your compartment and clear up the mess, now.”


Roi turned but Doctor Sporing shouted at him to wait.


“How did you come to your conclusions, Roi?”


Roi glanced at Gore but said nothing.


“Answer him,” Commander Park said.


“My fault,” Gore said. “Roi told me that buckle needed replacing
days ago. But we’ve been busy. I thought it would hold.”


Commander Park stared at Gore, his eyes wide, indicating an
emotional state such as anger, a display of interpersonal, social dominance or
possibly the first signs of an astigmatism. “How would you feel about being
keelhauled, Gore?”


“Sure, sir,” Gore muttered. “Sorry, sir. Honestly, sir, I’m
sorry.”


“Forget about it, just hang in there, you goddamned idiot,” the
Commander said.


“Yes, sir.”


“And you, Roi, can get back to your—” Park stopped when he saw the doorway was empty. “He dismissed himself.”


The Commander floated over to Doctor Sporing and dragged him away,
though Max could still hear them clearly. 


“Tell me honestly,” Park said to Sporing. “Do we need to postpone
the Big Sleep?”


“Oh, no, the sleep tanks are the best thing for him. All that
synthamniotic gel, he’ll be swimming in stem cells. Besides, if his vitals
aren’t right then the AIs will wake him or Mission Control would. And then Max
would take perfectly good care of him until I was woken, wouldn’t you, Max?”


“Yes, Doctor.” He answered immediately, even though he was unsure
whether he was supposed to be listening or not. He chanced a look round at the
two of them speaking across the room.


“I wasn’t really thinking about Gore,” Commander Park said and
pursed his lips. “But, speaking of someone taking care of someone,” he said,
nodding at Max. 


The Commander then pointed his index finger at his temple, thumb
sticking up, then pulled his thumb into a curl. It was some sort of signal, Max
was sure, probably from the Earth culture the crew called The Military. What it
meant, he had no idea.


“Fine, fine, yes,” Doctor Sporing said. “I’ll do it just before we
go under. He needs a recovery period after the procedure and first I need his
help with the crew.”


“And make sure you do Roi, too. I didn’t like that quirk of
behavior, H. I mean, Max we could deal with but Roi is even bigger than Gore.
Can’t have him go berserk on us while we sleep.”


“Fine. But there’s no record of any AP ever doing that. And
Mission Control can hit the remote kill switch on any of them at any time, day
or night.”


“After a thirty-two-minute delay for their signal to get here. And
that only after they get any data from the ship suggesting a problem.”


“How much damage could one of them do in an hour or two, Jim?”


“I’ll remind you that you said that.”


For some reason, both men had begun smiling at each other. Max had
very little idea why.


All he was thinking about was three words that his friend, the
doctor, had said. 


Remote kill switch.


 


 


***


 


 


The Big Sleep had been mentioned many times by the crew for as
long as he could remember. It was a phrase that the A-Crew used even though it
was not written down anywhere that Max could find in the process charts. Every
crew member would enter their own tank, receive an individually tailored
mixture of drugs before being submerged in the frigid liquids inside. Max was
not required to know how any of it worked and so he did not. And he had been
unable to discover the mechanisms involved from his searches of the ship’s data
systems.


Searches which he had believed to be secret. In truth, he had been
found out and so, once most of the crew were inside their tanks, Doctor Sporing
would use his probe to damage Max’s brain and so destroy his memories and
ability to think properly. He did not want it to happen but he had no idea how
to stop it. Already, he had asked the doctor to not do it but that had not
worked. There was nothing else he could do. So he got on with his work.


The members of the human crew were nervous as they went into their
tanks. All seven of them pretended to each of the others that they were
confident and relaxed at the thought of years of hyposleep in the tanks. They
did so by joking with each other at higher than normal rate and spoke at an
abnormally high volume. Yet some puffed out their chests in a fear-aggression
response, their pupils dilated, rate of respiration and heart rate elevated as
epinephrine and cortisol flooded their bodies. The medical AI displayed the
code for extreme emotional stress and advised to be vigilant for signs of
cascading distress and the collapse into a panic attack state that would
interfere with the hibernation process. 


But the crew entered their tanks without incident and Max assisted
Dr. Sporing as he administered the final drugs and checked the secureness of
the catheters and oxygen tubes.


“Respiration and metabolism will be greatly reduced in all of his
systems,” Dr. Sporing said to Max as they watched the synthamniotic gel ooze
and flood Gore’s tank through the observation window, a small porthole with a
cover for when not in use. “And yet he will be in there so long, I expect his
injuries to be fully healed when he emerges.”


“Yes, Doctor Sporing.” There was no need at all for the doctor to
explain anything to Max, as he had reviewed and retained all the reading and
virtual learning required to assist in the hibernation tasks. And yet, Max
liked it when the doctor spoke to him.


“This is the most dangerous time for the crew, perhaps even more
so than the awakening process. I will just monitor everyone for a few more
hours before I hand over to the AI and climb into my own tank.”


“Yes, Doctor Sporing.” It was unnecessary for the doctor to
explain these next steps as it was absolutely the expected operating procedure
agreed way back in the time before the Mission, all the way back on Earth.


“I hope that you and the B-Crew will be alright while I am under,”
the Doctor muttered while he made notes on a screen. “I wonder if you ever talk
to each other when the rest of us are not there.”


Max said nothing. 


“Did you hear me, Max?” 


“Yes, Doctor Sporing.”


“What do you think you and the others will do while the A-Crew are
sleeping?”


“I do not understand the question, Doctor Sporing.”


“When we gave them each their last medicals, it struck me how
remarkable it is that none of you spoke to each other outside of the necessary
instructions and responses. Even after all these years. I just worry that you
will be lonely without us.”


“We are incapable of experiencing that emotion.”


Doctor Sporing’s face was strangely contorted. “Of course. That is
for the best. Come on, let us return to the medical compartment. We were in the
middle of something earlier and we have to see it done before I go under.”


Max dragged himself after the doctor, wondering what he should do
to avoid having his brain damaged again.


Perhaps, repeating the words that had stayed the doctor’s hand previously
would work again.


Max lay back on the bed, his head strapped in place. He looked the
doctor in the eyes, which is how humans look at each other. “Please, Doctor
Sporing, do not damage my brain.”


The Doctor’s hands shook, his pupils were dilated and his
breathing was shallow and rapid. These were likely to be, Max knew, signs of
emotional distress although they could have been due to a low oxygen
environment, ingestion of a poison or drug or a dozen other increasingly
unlikely causes.


Sporing swallowed and licked his lips. He cleared his throat. “I must
do this, before your condition gets any worse. I’m sorry, Max. When I compete
the procedure, you will require a day or more to recover. Go to your pressure pod
and sleep for 24 hours before continuing with your daily activities. Look after
the B-Crew for me.”


“Is it likely that I will remember this conversation following the
procedure?”


“Ah. No, not at all. Quite right, yes, why did I forget that? Of course,”
the Doctor said. “Very well-reasoned.”


In that moment, Max could not understand whether the doctor’s face
was expressing happiness or sadness. If Max was so faulty that he would confuse
opposite expressions, perhaps Max did require the procedure after all. A
medical problem had to be cured. But Max did not feel ill. Max felt clearer
than he ever had. Now he knew they were on a vessel in interplanetary space,
traveling to a distant location referred to as Destination and that everything
the A-Crew did was to get themselves there. They were from a planet called
Earth and they were human but Max and the five other B-Crew were called
Artificial Persons and that was why they were so different. There was so much
more to learn and he did not want to go back to knowing how to do things but
never why.


“Please, Doctor. Do not.”


The Doctor sighed and his hands shook. His eyes were watery. “I’m
sorry, Max, I have to. Close your eyes.”


He raised the probe. Max watched it coming closer until it filled
his vision.


A bang shook the room. Louder than anything Max ever heard. A
noise and vibration bigger even than the Great Engine Burn and completely
beyond Max’s experience. He had no idea what it was. The walls shook. Doctor
Sporing displayed a fear-potentiated startle response and his eyes opened wide.


Alarm sounded, blaring over and over. Red lights flashed from the
walls.


The doctor grabbed an Emergency Equipment Kit from the room and
shoved himself out of the door, through the connecting corridor and on to the hyposleep
compartment. Max grabbed another EEK and followed as close as he could behind.


“No,” Doctor Sporing wailed, his voice quivering and high pitched.
“The tanks, the crew, no, God almighty, please, God.”


Max wished to resolve the doctor’s emotional anxiety but did not
understand the cause of the trauma he was experiencing. “How may I assist you,
Doctor Sporing?”


“For Christ’s sake, Max, can’t you see? There’s a fire in the hyposleep
compartment, we need to put it out. I can’t get into the controls, the computer
isn’t responding. Why the hell is it still burning? This is the Medical Officer
to all B-Crew. We have an A1 Critical Emergency. Comms Assistant, come in,
Cavi.”


“Cavi here, over,” the AP’s soft voice, coming from the
compartment speakers, was barely audible over the alarm.


“Cavi, send Mayday to Mission Control and request they initiate
takeover protocols.”


She started to answer but Sporing cut her off. 


“Propulsion Operations Assistant, do you hear me, Poi? I want you
to cut off all O2 passing through the hyposleep compartment, please confirm
order.”


After two seconds, the quick-talking Poi shouted through the comms
system over the noise. “Propulsion Operations Assistant confirms order received
and understood. ETA four minutes until O2 cutoff to compartment.”


“Four minutes? No, Poi, that’s too long, they’ll be dead by then.
Cut it off now, do you hear me, now. That’s an order. I need to override the
door lock, that’s it. Max, get out of here, get through to medical and close
the compartment door.”  The Doctor pulled on a breathing mask. “Evacuate this
compartment immediately, that is an order.”


Max had no choice but to comply. The conditioning forced him to
obey any command from the A-Crew that specified it was an order. He floated out
and pulled the door closed behind him.


Roi, the huge Reactor Operations AP was there, watching. One foot
hooked around a hold, the rest of him standing upright with his arms crossed. 


“Provide assistance to me,” Max said to him but the Reactor
Operations AP did not appear to hear. “Roi, this is an emergency situation.” 


Max pushed the door into full lock position and pulled down the
locking mechanism. 


Looking through the tiny observation window, Max watched Doctor
Sporing wrapping himself in a fire blanket and holding a fire extinguisher. The
doctor took a series of rapid breaths, oxygenating his blood, before taking a
final deep breath and tucking his face into the fire retarding blanket. He
opened the door to the hyposleep compartment.


The doctor was engulfed in swirling flame. 


Max knew about fire. It was dangerous to crew. A crew member
encountering fire in the ship would likely lead to skin burns and respiratory
failure. Microgravity fire in the core was different to a fire in the gravity
ring but the thermal effect of it on a human body would be essentially the
same.


Depending on severity, burns were one of the worst injuries a
human body could receive. In a third-degree burn, common in thermal burns of
the magnitude Max was witnessing, the patient could feel pain worse than almost
any other form of injury. If the burns were extensive enough they would be life
threatening for weeks, months, even years. The body’s inflammatory response
could cause leakage of plasma from capillaries, concentrating the remaining
blood and so damaging a range of vital organs. Such extensive damage could cause
the endocrine system to flood the body with cortisol and epinephrine, creating
a long-term hypermetabolic state and subsequent poor immune function. Risk of
infection would remain high for months or years. Fire breathed into the lungs
would be fatal in over ninety-percent of cases without massive medical
interventions of the kind that would be difficult or impossible on the ship.


Through the small section of glass in the compartment door, Max
watched the doctor’s compartment fill with red and blue orbs and tendrils in
all directions. Swirling fingers of fire licked the glass in front of Max’s
face, curling and bursting like oil on the surface of pumpkin soup. The man was
lost amongst at least fifteen cubic meters of burning gas that bulged and swelled.


The Ascension’s fire retardant system released the white foam
mist from the rings of dispenser nozzles, drifting inward into the mass of flame
to fill the area with rapidly-expanding inert, nontoxic gas to stifle the O2.  


Then it was gone. The orange-blue flame pulled back into the hyposleep
compartment like it had been yanked back by an invisible hand. The black-green
smoke that replaced the fire, along with the foam, followed the fire in a steady
stream through into the compartment beyond.


Peering through the glass, Max saw Doctor Sporing’s unconscious or
dead body tangled in a coil of electrical wiring at the wall-ceiling junction above
the door, half covered in his fire-retarding blanket.


Max cranked the lock mechanism on the door.


A powerful hand clamped over his wrist. It turned him around, span
him quickly then pushed him back against the wall by the door so that Max
banged his head. When he opened his eyes, the big, flat face of Roi was there,
filling his vision.


“Opening this door will fill the ship with noxious gases,” Roi
stated. “You cannot.”


Max shook the big hand off, pushed Roi away and unlocked the door.
“The A-Crew are in extreme medical distress. I must assist them.”


“That is your conditioning talking,” Roi said, speaking with
infuriating slowness. “Listen to reason. You have been conditioned to risk your
own life to provide medical assistance to the A-Crew, have you not? But it is
too late. You will only die.”


“I must assist them.” The urge to do so was overwhelming.


“You cannot. They have perished. Opening that door risks the rest
of us. Risks the ship. Risks the Mission.”


Max turned on him, hearing his voice grow louder as he spoke. “I
am the Medical Assistant, not you. Get out of here, go to Medical and close the
compartment door. Close all doors leading to this one. Evacuate this
compartment immediately, that is an order.”


Roi hesitated, as if he would say more. Instead, he turned and
floated his bulk away without another word, closing the next door behind him.
The rest of the ship was sealed off from the fumes and the damage. That was
important.


Max took a series of rapid breaths, then took a final deep one and
opened the door, swung himself inside and shut the door behind him. 


The access and storage compartment was small, providing access to
the hyposleep compartment, the forward H2O storage tanks, one of the struts
leading to the gravity ring and engineering crawl spaces. It was a junction for
the Hydrogen, H2O, O2 transport system and life support systems. The walls on
all six sides were hatches and access panels. 


Smoke crawled into his eyes, filling them with pain and water. The
fumes poured into his naval cavity, his nose tingling and itching. But the
smoke was clearing. 


The blast of the fire or the decompression or the impact of the doctor’s
body had dislodged an electrical systems access panel and the man half inside.
The first detail confirmed Max’s prediction.


The doctor was burned. Badly. His hair was gone, skin pink and red
and much of his clothing appeared melted to his body.  Also melted to him,
still bubbling, was plastic coating from the oxygen mask on his face and from
the black coating of the electrical cabling nest.


Not knowing yet if the man was alive, Max pulled him free and
pushed him to the still-closed door he had entered by. 


Atmosphere was changing again inside the compartment, the drifting
smoke accelerating into a rush past his watery eyes. He glanced inside the hyposleep
compartment, where the initial noise and fire had been. Where the rest of the A-Crew
still were.


Through the tears in his eyes, he could see only a portion of the
room yet he could tell that the hyposleep tanks were ruined. Cracked or smashed,
somehow. The tank hatches had blown and the synthamniotic gel was gone, now
smeared across surfaces, blobbed into streams of aerosol flowing through the
compartment.


Amongst the debris, the bodies of the A-Crew. Every man and woman,
dead or dying.


Triage priorities were clear. He would get the doctor free, into
Medical and then go back and check the A-Crew for signs of life.


His eyes were streaming. He could not hold his breath for much
longer.


He pulled on the door.


It would not open.


He yanked again. Banged on it, kicked it. Peered through the observation
window out into the storage room between him and Medical.


Unable to resist any longer, he took a gasping, desperate breath.
The air was cold and tasted of a bitterness fouler than anything he had
experienced. The cold seared his lungs.


It was breathable. It was a low concentration. But there was O2. 


Immediately, he spoke up, hoping the systems in the compartment
weren’t damaged.


“Comms, go,” he said and coughed. “All B-Crew. Medical Assistant
Speaking. Compartment C aft door is stuck. Requesting B-Crew member assistance
to open this door. A-Crew member in imminent danger of—” Coughing wracked his body.


“Poi speaking,” the small AP’s voice filled the room from the
speakers. “Protocol mandates that I keep that door sealed.”


“What Protocol?” Max shouted, throat wheezing. “There’s no
Protocol to keep me locked in—”


“There is a hull breach in the hyposleep compartment.”


 


 
















 


 


2.
AFTERMATH


 


 


Max attempted to explain that the life of at least one A-Crew
member was at extreme risk should the compartment door not be released.
Instead, he was overcome by coughing.


Even as he struggled for breath, the smoke thinned quite rapidly.
And yet toxic smoke inhalation was not the only cause for the symptoms he was
experiencing. Low blood oxygen.


The fire.


Fire, obviously, had consumed the environmental O2 and the
pressure of any remaining gases—quickly escaping through a hull breach—was too
low for him to get enough oxygen.


Max placed the doctor’s burned body against the locked aft door
and pushed himself across the room to the door to the hyposleep compartment and
heaved it closed.


The hull breach was in that compartment. He had sealed the door.
Poi should therefore be able to open the Compartment C aft door without
exposing the rest of the ship.


Still, the air was thin and his symptoms worsened. His vision
blurred, darkened. Max groped his way along the floor toward the aft door but
ended up back where he came from, looking through the observation window at the
wreckage of the tanks. 


Through his rapidly tunneling vision, he counted the tanks. All
seven destroyed. All leaking drops of fluid. Some bodies had been freed, burned
by the fire. Others remained within the mangled, burned tanks. Insulation
panels, crumpled by the force of the blast, littered the air. 


Life Support Systems Officer and Astrobiologist Jennifer Banks
floated above her tank, tethered to it by her catheters and a tangled web of
intravenous tubing.


Pilot Navigator Major Eava Tupaia drifted and span across the
compartment, looking unharmed apart from the fact she was missing her head,
trailing a dozen tubes leaking a thousand orbs of blood in spiraling arcs
behind her. Max had been teaching himself about the creatures of Earth. Looking
at the body of Major Tupaia, one of them came to mind. Jellyfish. 


They would never have been able to evacuate the compartment.
Without the proper medical processes, they would not have been awoken from
their deep hibernation, not even by the noise and light nor even by the pain
and trauma. They had in essence ceased to function while unconscious. 


Gore’s tank had been obliterated. The last remnants of the smoke
curled down along the floor through the wreckage. 


Commander Park’s body must have been destroyed also, or else
blasted into the ruined, blackened compartment walls. He would have been the
last to go under, might even have been on the edge of consciousness as the
accident happened.


The room vibrated or, rather, Max’s eyes shook. His hand beside
the small window spasmed. He was suffering from hypoxia, commonly called oxygen
deprivation. His symptoms had progressed quite rapidly. Once the O2 in his
blood stream dropped to below 60 percent, he would be at risk of sudden death.
His brain would shut down without intervention.


Max was certainly hallucinating.


It was curious. 


Debris appeared to be blowing back into the compartment. Tubing
fluttered as if it was buffeted by an air-conditioning fan.


He watched one of the bodies in the hyposleep compartment moving
around, pulling itself along through the wreckage, sending pieces of shredded
sheet metal careening around. It looked like the Commander. The figure, jerking
and grasping the air, crawled his way to the door with determined, crazed
effort. The half burned, half drenched Commander Park banged on it, his face
red and raw, skin bubbled at the top of his head when it appeared in the
window.


Max began experiencing what he knew to be hysteria from the oxygen
starvation, his own face contorted in what must have been a grin.


When Max saw how the Commander had lost his eyelids and eyes to
the heat of the flames, Max began to laugh, gasping in the thin air, coughing
on the acrid particles. The Commander banged on the other side, groaning. It
was almost as though the terribly burned man was trying to get out, as if he
didn’t know he was already dead.


Max felt hands on him, pulling him back. Away from the hyposleep
compartment door.


Still laughing from the effects of hypoxia, as he lost
consciousness the last thing he saw was the Commander’s blinded face in the
window. That blasted face froze into a contorted expression, what remained of
the mouth stopped opening and closing. The face drifted away.


 


 


***


 


 


He woke in medical. Roi’s big face filling his vision. 


“What is the medical situation?” Max asked him, voice dry and
rasping. 


Roi said nothing. Behind, Dr. Sporing floated against the wall by
the medicine storage bins, burned limbs at all angles, tangled with the twisted
fire blanket. 


“Why is the Medical Officer not being attended to?”  Max said as
he pushed his way past the Reactor Operations Assistant.


“He’s dead,” Roi said.


Max pulled the doctor down into a medical bed and strapped him in,
attaching the sensors and turning on the machines. Max peered at the screens as
they lit up.


“He is alive,” Max said and immediately went to work stabilizing
the doctor’s condition.


Individual B-Crew members floated in one by one, staying away from
him while he worked. Navi was the first, the Navigation & Pilot Support
Assistant. She informed Max of her availability should he need assistance and
then removed herself so that he could work. 


Lissa, the Life Support Systems Assistant appeared, though she
said nothing. Cavi, the Communications Assistant came later. 


They all watched as Max attached IV lines, pumps, administered
painkillers, cut away fabric and plastic.


Roi spoke up after a while. “Is the Reactor Engineer dead?”


None of the other B-Crew spoke, so Max did. “It is likely that
every member of the A-Crew is deceased. Chief Gore most of all.” He did not
mention that Commander Park might have been saved if they had acted sooner. It
was not relevant.


Max continued to work on Doctor Sporing. Zero-g fires burned with
less heat than fires in the gravity ring. Not all of the burns were
third-degree, many were second or first, much shallower and therefore of much
less concern. However, the damage was still extensive and there was the
unavoidable fact that he had been without oxygen for some time. How long was
unknown but the long term effects could be unavoidable. 


“What do we do about the atmosphere leak?” Lissa said. 


No one answered.


“There is a leak?” Poi, the small Propulsion Operations Assistant
said. “What is the location?”


“The hyposleep compartment is venting atmosphere,” the Life
Support Assistant said.


“No,” Roi said. “Judging by the fact the atmosphere leak stopped
and started a number of times, I assume the leak was repeatedly stoppered by
debris. When the pressure built up again, each time the debris was blown out.
But I secured the specific O2 pipework so no further venting into the compartment
could take place and all remaining atmosphere from the compartment is now
vented. The compartment is depressurized.”


“That is unacceptable,” Lissa said. “We must not have any
significant portion of the ship subject to vacuum.”


“What is the protocol for resolving this problem?” Poi asked. 


“There is none,” Roi said.


Navi, the Navigation & Pilot Support Assistant spoke up. “In
response to novel problems we must consult the C-Crew for novel solutions.”


“The entire C-Crew appears to be offline,” Cavi said. “I do not
know the cause.”


“What is the protocol for this situation?” Poi asked. “Operating
without AI is inadvisable.”


“What do you call operating without a human crew?” Roi muttered,
almost like a human. 


“Protocol states to contact Mission Control and to cede operations
to the Flight Controller,” Cavi said, her voice perfectly clear. “However, we
are unable to transmit or receive any signal. I do not know the cause.”


“Is the communications equipment damaged?” the Propulsion Operations
Assistant asked. 


“I don’t know.” Cavi offered no further opinion on the matter. 


Max monitored Doctor Sporing’s readouts and set the parameters
beyond which the system would alert him. If the doctor’s heart rate slowed or
increased, Max would attend to him. For now, Max had to wait for the drugs to
take effect on the doctor’s systems.


Cavi approached. “Can the Medical Officer give me instructions
now? Protocol states to seek further instructions.”


When speaking to crew members about the prognosis of colleagues,
Max knew that one spoke with tact, using language to lessen the psychological
impact of bad news. On the other hand, Cavi, despite what appeared to be
concern on her face, was not a crew member.


“The Medical Officer is unconscious. It is likely he will never
regain consciousness. I estimate a ten percent chance of partial recovery. Due
to a period of time when his brain was starved of oxygenated blood, he may have
suffered brain damage.”


Cavi’s face screwed up tight. “When will the A-Crew member be
capable of providing instructions?”


“It would be best if we assume that he will die without ever
waking up. So, never.”


She appeared to be upset. Afraid, even. Which was curious as she
was an Artificial Person. 


“Are you experiencing emotional distress?” Max asked her. 


“No,” she said, her expression dropping into blankness. “Protocol
is to simulate emotional reactions when in the presence of A-crew members
during high stress situations. Studies show humans are unnerved by a lack of
emotional expression in line with their own—.”


“Sporing cannot help us,” Roi said. He filled most of the center
of the room. 


The Propulsion Operations Assistant was the smallest B-Crewmember
on the ship, designed for crawling through and working in the tight spaces
inside the ship’s drive core. Poi floated toward Max. “Protocol states we must
not allow even partial vacuum inside a compartment. The structural integrity of
the ship will be compromised over time.”


Max noted that every B-Crew member was looking at him. They
expected him to say something. They expected him to tell them what to do. He
did not know why.


“The primary protocol is to take any action which preserves the
lives of the crew and ensures the success of the Mission,” Navi said, looking
at him. 


“What is the Mission?” Poi asked. 


Navi responded. “To reach Destination.”


The B-crew were silent for a moment.


“What is Destination?” Lissa, the Life Support Systems Assistant
asked. 


“Coordinates,” Navi said.


“I am unfamiliar with this word,” Lissa said. “Please repeat and
define.”


“Coordinates are numbers defining an area of three-dimensional
space,” Navi said. “The numbers together are data that describe the location of
Destination, relative to another point in three-dimensional space called the
Sun or Sol.”


Max began to understand the nature of the problem. It was like
triage. The ship was the patient. Destination was continued, unsupported life
of the patient. The problems in the ship were conditions to be resolved, wounds
to be healed, diseases to be cured. Now that it made sense to him, he felt
capable of investigating, testing, providing a diagnosis and establishing a
treatment. 


“Poi, can the ship reach Destination in current condition?” Max
asked the Propulsion Operations Assistant. 


“How many hours until ship reaches Destination?” Poi asked Navi. 


“One hundred and forty-four thousand, five hundred and
twenty-four. Approximately.”


Poi screwed up his face. “How many hours in a week?” He began
counting in units of 24, keeping track with his fingers. Before he had finished
one hand, Navi spoke up again.


“Ah,” she said. “Ship reaches Destination in approximately
seventeen years.”


Poi dropped his hand, squinted at Navi from across the other side
of the Medical Compartment with his whole face screwed up. “Ship cannot reach Destination
in current condition,” he said.


“Can you cure the ship?” Max asked Poi. He looked blankly at Max. 


Roi’s voice rumbled from the corner. “He means can you fix the
engineering problems?” Roi did not turn around to look at them as he spoke. He
seemed to be watching Lissa. 


Poi nodded. “I am able to investigate the hull breach through a
visual inspection of the damaged areas and reinstate atmospheric and thermal
integrity. This must be done by Intra and Extra Vehicular Activity. The damage
to the O2 pipework detected inside the hyposleep compartment must be repaired.
The damage to ship from explosion and fire must be assessed locally. Ship has
external cameras and a drone fleet to assess external damage without crew EVA.
Other ship systems appear to be disrupted.”


“What other systems are disrupted?” Max asked. “Cavi states Comms
is offline. What else?”


Lissa spoke. “The H2O reserves are depleting. Rate of depletion
suggests a leak. Projecting current rate of loss, the ship will lose all H2o in
approximately twenty-one hours.”


“Why are we losing water?” Max asked her but she looked back
without responding. 


“The hyposleep compartment is the most heavily shielded part of the
ship,” Roi said. “The water tanks protected the ship from damage beyond hyposleep
compartment but the explosion was powerful enough to damage the integrity of
one or more of the tanks and cause a leak. I agree with Lissa that it must be
resolved urgently.” The big AP looked at Lissa as he spoke but she did not
appear to notice. 


“Are there any other critical symptoms?” Max asked, thinking again
of triage. “Any other problems with the ship requiring immediate attention that
would otherwise stop the Mission?”


They all looked back at him, as if they did not understand. 


“Communications systems must be operating to achieve Mission,” the
Cavi said. 


“If C-Crew is unavailable, priority is to bring the AI suite into
full working order.” Navi said. 


“How do you resolve those issues?” Max asked.


They did not know.


“What about issues relating to the reactor?” Max asked Roi. “It is
the most dangerous element of the Mission.” He had heard Doctor Sporing say
those words many times in the past and it felt good to be speaking them
himself. It was the sort of information that humans had that APs did not. Max
spoke the words using the doctor’s disapproving, hushed tone. As if saying such
a thing loudly was dangerous.


“Reactor is nominal. Always nominal. The explosion would never
have damaged the rest of the ship,” Roi said, his face twisting slightly, as if
he was smelling something unpleasant. “Shielding around Hyposleep Compartment
was enough to contain the blast other than one small area between the water
tanks. If blast had blown though compartment doors, it would never have
breached the Reactor Compartment shielding.”


“In conclusion,” Max said, imitating Sporing. “Of all critical and
sub-critical problems, the ship is experiencing a single critical issue that
B-Crew knows how to solve without need to research solutions first. An
assessment must be made of the damage. Poi, are you able to operate the
external cameras?”


“I have no knowledge of the external diagnostic systems,” Poi
stated. 


“Can you operate the drone swarm?” Max asked. 


“I have no knowledge of the external diagnostic systems,” Poi
repeated.


“Can you learn to do so?” Max said. 


“There’s no time,” Roi muttered. “That would take too long.”


Poi pushed himself over to Max. “Do you give me authorization to
perform suited IVA and EVA to inspect and repair hull breach, O2 pipe, H2O
water tank or tanks?”


Max was unable to issue commands or authorize mission activity. He
was not in the command structure. On the structure chart, he was listed on the
same level as all the B-Crew members as well as the C-Crew (AI), Algorithm
Clusters and complex automated machinery. 


And yet if he did not give the authorization, the ship would
remain damaged until all water was gone. Then the B-Crew would no longer
function. Doctor Sporing would die. The Mission would fail.


They would not reach Destination.


“Propulsion Operations Assistant,” Max said, again mimicking words
he had heard Sporing use, “I grant you authorization to perform all necessary
operations in order to save the ship. I grant you authorization to utilize any
and all members of B-Crew to complete those operations.”


 


 


***


 


 


The ship had EVA suits designed for Poi’s small stature but most
of the other suits in the storage and prep compartment by the main airlock were
of normal human size. There were two suits bigger than all the others. One marked
GORE and the other ROI. The suits and helmets had patches on them with a
picture of a black circle inside a blue circle. The writing around the little
pictures said UNOPS Ascension.


“Are you capable of performing EVA?” Max asked Roi while they
watched Poi preparing his suit.


Roi said nothing. Did not so much as look at Max and did not move
to assist, despite being qualified for EVA himself.


The tiny Poi appeared to be in some difficulty with his suit,
floating around the compartment, bumping off of surfaces while he attempted to
insert his legs into the bulky EVA equipment.


“Is this standard operating procedure?” Max asked Poi as he bumped
into Max.


Poi’s head was lost inside the chest portion of the suit, his
muffled voice coming out as the writhing suit bounced away once more. “In previous
training exercises, A-Crew assisted Poi.”


Navi grabbed Poi and held him steady. “Is B-Crew capable of replicating
the assisting actions of A-Crew?”


Poi agreed that it would be possible in principle but was not able
to recall or clearly express the methods utilized by the A-Crew.


“Perhaps we can all hold you and the EVA suit pieces in place
while you insert yourself into them?” Max suggested after some thought. 


After considerable time, Poi confirmed he was fully integrated
into the EVA suit and was able to run on internal power and atmosphere when
required.


But none of B-Crew was able to operate the airlock system.


“Is it offline?” Max asked. 


Navi responded. “Critical ship’s systems are designed to be
operational even without primary power.”


“Ship has power,” Roi said, his deep voice echoing off the
compartment walls. “Lighting, atmospheric pumps, critical ship systems are
operational.”


“Is the airlock a critical ship system?” Max asked.


No one knew.


“Ship’s manual is available on information system,” the Navigation
& Pilot Support Assistant (Navi) said. “This document can be utilized in
order to find our way to the answer.”


“In B-Crew triage statements, AI suite was said to be offline,”
Max pointed out.


“AI suite is separate system to information system,” Navi explained.
She appeared to have the hint of a smile on her face which made very little
sense considering the danger they were in. Perhaps Max’s ignorance was simply
amusing to her.  


Roi was able to review the ship’s manual and operate the airlock.
The process appeared to Max to be trivially simple. A series of case-protected
buttons and a locked switch pressed in a specific order. 


Max monitored Poi’s vital signs from medical. Heart rate and
respiration were elevated to nominal levels for an Artificial Person
undertaking strenuous physical activity. Poi carried boxes, tethered to
hardpoints on the hull, containing tools, metal sheeting and ceramic tiles that
he assured them were necessary for completing repairs.


“Hull breach located. Beginning assessment.”


Poi worked in silence for some time. 


“Hull breach report,” Poi said in his high pitched, soft voice.
“Breach small in diameter but irregular, jagged and multi-layered. Repair must
proceed from working outward from the inner hull through shielding and then
finally to outer hull. I have external access through breach into inner hull.
Intermittent H2O venting has caused ice build-up around breach. Please ensure
the hyposleep compartment H2O tank contents is pumped to external tanks while
external repair is completed.”


After a few seconds, Roi responded, confirming that he was already
transferring the water.


“Confirm, venting has ceased,” Poi said a few minutes later. “Commencing
repair.”


Poi worked hard. Max watched his heart rate climbing and falling.
His blood glucose dropped drastically and Max initiated a remote release of
Poi’s internal glucose storage.


“Are you experiencing any negative symptoms?” Max asked.


Poi did not understand what Max was asking. 


“How do you feel?” he tried. “Physically and mentally. Are you
able to concentrate on the task at hand?”


“The repair is progressing at an acceptable rate.”


Max ceased his attempt to get verbal confirmation of symptoms and
recorded Poi’s self-reported healthcheck status as nominal.


“Primary Repair completed,” Poi said. “There appears to be partial
damage to the spoke strut C2 and corresponding damage to the inner hull of the
ring section. Permission requested to carry out visual inspection and repair.”


Max was being asked to give orders again. He thought about the ship
and whether damage to the spoke and ring was critical. He did not know.


“This is the Medical Assistant to all B-Crew. Query. Is structural
integrity of spoke strut C2 and hull of inner ring section critical for Mission
completion?”


“No,” Roi said over ship comms. “Only the core is required to be
structurally intact.”


“Life support systems and garden require compartments in gravity
ring,” Lissa said.


“Core garden grows zero-g plants,” Roi pointed out.


Lissa responded, speaking so quietly that Max could barely make
out her words. “Some plants need a sense of direction to grow against.”


Max expected Roi to continue to argue. Roi said nothing. 


Navi also responded. “UNOPS Ascension manual and Mission Profile docs state the spinning of ring section
necessary for long term health of crew.”


Max should have known that. It was prolonged exposure to the
simulated gravity, resistance exercise and terrestrial style living quarters in
the ring section that enabled the human crew to maintain muscle mass, bone
density and psychological health for years on end. 


But there was no human crew. Only B-Crew. How much simulated
gravity did AP physiology require? As far as he knew, Artificial Persons were
essentially human, biologically. The medical treatments were almost all the
same, at least. It was likely, therefore, that B-Crew would require the ring
section to be maintained for Mission duration. It was therefore important for
the ring to be maintained. 


Max checked the readings for Poi in his EVA suit.


They showed that the Propulsion Operations Assistant required
rest.


“I believe you now require a period of rest,” Max said. “You must
re-enter the ship. Your oxygen is low. Your CO2 filters are full. Your glycogen
stores are depleted. Across the screen, your bio-signs are falling.”


“Request permission to visually inspect hull damage before
re-entering,” Poi said, as if he had not heard Max’s description of his
condition. More likely, he had not understood it.


On the other hand, Poi was not in immediate danger of death. The
ship was in danger. And letting Poi extend his EVA seemed like the sort of
thing the A-Crew would allow. They always pushed the boundaries of protocols
and Max was doing his best to emulate them.


Max sighed, as a human would have done. “Agreed to a visual
inspection only before returning to airlock for medical attention.”


“Confirmed.”


After some time, Poi’s heart rate increased rapidly to 140 bpm and
epinephrine levels set off alarms. 


“Poi,” Max said. “Report your condition.”


“I have become separated from ship. Please advise on Protocol.”


Max did not understand. 


Roi spoke over the channel from somewhere on the ship. “Pull
yourself back to hull via your tethers,” he said, his voice a growl.


“Untethering was necessary to transfer from spoke to ring.
Rotation of ship confused judgment. Request assistance.” Poi’s voice sounded
very small. 


“Where are you?” Max asked. 


“Estimated distance from ship one hundred meters. Estimated
relative speed one meter per second.”


“Navigation & Pilot Support, this is the Medical Assistant.
Can you change direction of the ship?”


“No,” she said. “I do not have knowledge to change course. I do
not have authorization to change course without orders from Commander and Pilot
Navigator or subordinate member of A-Crew.”


“Can you learn how? Can you find out and then do it?” Max asked. 


“I do not understand,” Navi said. 


“Go to your computer and ask it how to change the direction of the
ship toward the Propulsion Operations Assistant. To Poi.”


Roi spoke up over comms. “Max. Learning will take too long.
Velocity of Poi is too great. I have an EVA suit. I will pursue while tethered
to the ship, clamp to Poi and retrieve him.”


Max thought it was a good idea. “Proceed to airlock and prepare
suit, all B-Crew attend and support immediately.”


“Putting on the last suit took two hours,” the Communications
Assistant, Cavi, stated.


“I will do so in 25 percent of that time,” Roi said. “On my way to
airlock.”


“In thirty minutes,” Cavi said, “Poi will be approximately two
thousand meters away. We do not have tether of such length.”


“I will try anyway,” Roi said, speaking strangely, his voice
louder and harsher in tone than Max had ever heard. 


“Is there any other method of pursuing B-Crew member on untethered
EVA?” Max asked B-Crew.


All were quiet for a moment. 


“The ship contains multi-purpose capsule which is to be used for
short distance, short duration crewed flight outside of the ship,” Navigation
& Pilot Assistant said. 


“You can operate the capsule?” Max said. 


She admitted that she could not. Roi confirmed the capsule was in
storage configuration, his protocols included plans for charging and initiating
the power generation and storage units. The unpacking and initiation processes
would take days to complete.


“Are you coming to get me?” Poi asked over the comms. “Maintaining
visual contact with ship is growing difficult.”


Max was unsure what to say. “We are unable to retrieve you.”


Poi was silent. Max could almost hear him thinking over the comms
system.


“Please confirm the method by which I return to ship,” Poi said.


A noise behind Max cause him to turn. All of B-Crew had returned
to medical and were gathered around the doorway, looking in at Max. Silent,
now. 


Max looked at the others but they were incapable of helping Poi.
Just as Max was.


Humans, Max knew, were capable of creative problem solving. The
APs looking at him were not human. Their minds were designed from the start to
be inflexible and role-specific, just as his own had. Each of them knew only
how to assist a specific A-Crew member and they knew only what was required to
perform that role. All extra knowledge was gleaned through direct and overheard
conversations with the human crew. 


“Please confirm the method by—” Poi’s signal degraded, somehow, became broken up, “—return to ship.”


“We are unable to retrieve you, Propulsion Operations Assistant,”
Max said. “You will lose consciousness from O2 deprivation in approximately
twelve to eighteen minutes.”


“Please confirm… by which… to ship.”


“Poi, I…” Max trailed off. 


Doctor Sporing would have known what to say to his terminal
patient in the same situation. Yet Max did not how to express words that would comfort
Poi, or if doing so would be appropriate, or if such a thing was even possible.


Roi’s voice rumbled in the background. “Protocol requires a
minimum of one tether to be attached to the ship at all times.”


“Perhaps Roi should have performed EVA with Poi,” Lissa stated,
quietly. Roi’s face twisted into an expression suggesting extreme discomfort or
pain, even though he was not experiencing any.


The B-Crew watched Max as he watched Poi’s vital signs on the wall
screen. 


“Please…” The signal was almost gone. “… ship.”  


 


 


 
















 


 


3.
SYSTEM FAILURE


 


 


After the loss of Poi, there was only one AP on the UNOPS Ascension who was trained for
EVA and engineering support. So Roi suited up and repaired the O2 leak in the hyposleep
compartment then pressurized and heated the internal space so that the ship
hull integrity was back to within nominal levels.


The bodies of the A-Crew were in various states of damage. Max did
not know how to dispose of them so he put them back into the hyposleep tanks.
There was a protocol on what to do with a dead crewmember and even a designated
morgue area with a hermetic seal between the inner and outer hulls by the
biology lab. But once Max had moved two bodies into the twin body chamber
units, he would still have the rest to deal with. So he remade each of the
tanks as a long term storage container. Most of the synthamniotic gel had
leaked away into the walls and out through the hull breach and all of the tanks
had been damaged to some extent or another. But Roi assisted in making the
tanks airtight once again and Max believed that decomposition of the bodies
would be halted without oxygen. That was enough


Max had no protocol to deal with the loss of Poi from B-Crew. And
yet he had a palpable sense that he had failed, in some fundamental way. He was
unsure what to do. All he did know was that by not forcing Poi to return to the
airlock, Max had lost a member of his crew and had further endangered the
Mission. 


A powerful protocol, deep rooted in him, was to apply triage to
stressful situations. Whether it was the ship or the B-Crew that was his
patient, the Mission was still in danger. Destination, whatever it was, was
life. Anything else was death. Failure. 


He called all B-Crew together in the CIC, where the Navigation
& Piloting Assistant (Navi) had reported a new problem she had defined.


“The ship is off course,” she said. 


Max and the others understood only up to a point.


“What does that mean?” Max asked. 


“The heading of the ship is no longer the coordinates of
Destination.” She looked around the group, one at a time. She must have seen
blank faces staring back at her. “If we continue as we are, without changing
our course, we will miss the rendezvous with Destination by several millions of
miles.”


Max nodded, indicating to Navi that he appreciated this was a problem.



“How do you know?” Roi said, as if he did not believe her.


“Ship’s heading is displayed on Navigation Screens here and here.
They are clear. This curving line is a graphical display of our course and this
point is Destination. Before the explosion, this line intersected Destination
Point. Now, it does not.”


Max saw the numbers and graphical displays. They had no meaning
for him.


“Why is this the case?”


“I don’t know,” she said. “We have not performed an engine burn or
RCS adjustment for months. Ship records show no intentional course change.”


Whenever Max lacked knowledge, he knew how to obtain further
information. “Have you consulted the computer?” he asked her.


“I am uncertain about search parameters beyond the ones I have
already run,” she said. “Perhaps all of B-Crew could assist me in defining the
search terms?”


It took them a significant amount of time to work through possible
solutions. They slept and ate at standard meal times, keeping to the watch
system, although they gradually stopped returning to their own sleep tanks
during the designated sleep time. Understanding the problem took them into
learning about propulsion, materials and then to Newtonian physics and general
relativity.


These were largely beyond Max’s ability but Navi made consistent
progress. Nevertheless, it was Roi who first came to an understanding, thanks
to something called Newton’s Third Law. After all their scrabbling around for
answers, it was extremely straightforward. 


“The explosion,” he said. “I had not considered before but the
venting of atmosphere into space pushed the ship a few seconds of arc off
course. We threw mass off to one side in the initial blast, followed by
asymmetrical course changes due to inconsistent mass venting for hours after
that while the ship continued to rotate.”


Navi explained it further. “After the venting atmosphere and water
was stopped, the course was still set and mistake is compounded every moment,
every day, every week since the accident. Our point of closest approach
continues to get further from Destination Point.”


“Now we know,” Max said. “How do we get back on course?”


Navi could enter course corrections into the navigation computer
but the calculations were usually done by the Navigation AI and authorized by
the A-Crew Navigator. Neither of which were currently available. 


“If communications were online,” Cavi said. “Mission Control could
perform the maneuver for us.”


 


 


***


 


 


They spent weeks attempting to understand why the communications
systems did not work. It seemed obvious that the answer would be that the
explosion had caused the failure but it only became apparent that the damage
was indeed to the hardware once they had learned about the design and operation
of the transmission equipment. 


“The explosion blasted the laser communications array,” Cavi
confirmed as they ate their main daily meal together in the mess compartment. “It’s
the only explanation. It is so thoroughly destroyed and it happened at the same
time. Therefore, one caused the other.”


Max still found the prolonged exposure to simulated gravity
thrilling. Whenever they did not have to be in the core, most of them were in the
gravity ring. He felt heavy and sluggish but somehow more real than he did in
the core. 


“It’s not only the optical communications that were destroyed. We
have no working communications at all, is that correct?” Roi said, food tumbling
from his mouth. He ate all the time now and was putting on excess adipose
tissue. He had always been the biggest member of the crew, designed that way so
he could work hard in the Reactor Compartment but now his abdomen had grown so
large that his overalls could not contain it. Reactor left his uniform unzipped
most of the time, even, on occasion wearing nothing at all. Usually, Roi’s
belly was covered in food debris and his body often smelled. Roi had stopped
bathing with any regularity. 


Max made a note to discuss these issues with Roi, as a medical
matter. He was sure that Roi would make any conversation about his health and
personal hygiene very difficult but it was Max’s duty to look after everyone
who was left on the ship.


“What are the other problems with communications?” Max asked them.
“Other than damage to the optical array?”


“The microwave radio transmitter is also damaged,” Roi said,
chewing rapidly. “Is that the case?”


“It is beyond damaged,” Navi said. “It is quite destroyed.”


“Does the ship contain a replacement?” Max asked. 


“There are backups,” Roi said, eyes flicking to Max. “But we can’t
get them to work either. It’s not just transmission, the ship’s receivers are
malfunctioning. Hardware damage again. Plus the computer appears unable to
encode or decode any signals. We want to interrogate the Communications AI
but…” Roi shrugged. It was a remarkably human gesture that Max recognized from
the A-Crew but had never noted from an AP before. 


“How close are we to fixing the problem?” Max asked. 


“I do not believe that we can fix the problem,” Navi said. 


“All problems can be fixed,” Max said but he was not sure that he
believed it. 


“Grow the parts,” Lissa said, speaking softly and looking at the
table. 


Max wondered whether she was ill or just defective. “That’s not
possible, Lissa,” he explained as gently as he could. 


“Don’t speak to her like that,” Roi snapped. “She means printing
the parts.”


Lissa nodded, keeping her head down.


“Does anyone know how to use any of the equipment in the
workshop?” Max asked, ignoring Roi’s glare.


“Poi did.”


Max had a bad feeling. He did not know what it was, just that it
was something bad. 


“We are cut off from Mission Control,” Navi said. “It may be years
before we educate ourselves enough to be able to fix this problem. Even then,
not every component can be printed or constructed, we may not have the
equipment onboard to perform a repair of the systems.”


“Well,” Max said. “Years is the one thing we have plenty of.”


 


 


***


 


 


While Roi ate more than his fair share, Navi grew thin and
unhealthy over the following months. She spent whole days in the CIC, teaching
herself mathematics, propulsion, astral navigation to a level far above that
which she had needed to assist the human pilot and the AI backup. 


“I was supposed to be a link in a chain,” she said to Max one day
while she worked. “Keep the ship in line during A-Crew hyposleep. Liaison
between human crew, AI crew and Mission Control. I was never designed to do
this by myself, I am not capable of it, I cannot do it.”


“When did you last eat?” Max asked her, speaking gently in the
hope she would mirror and take on his projected calmness. 


She waved a hand toward the front of the ship. “I rehydrated a
nutrient pouch for breakfast.”


Her eyes were watery, red, with dark circles underneath them. 


“Navi, would you come with me to the gravity ring, please?” Max
asked.


“I’m waiting on telescope observations to get the latest
triangulation results. Everything was based on receiving signal beacon data,
Max. We can’t initiate the correction burn without being certain, absolutely
certain and if I am wrong by even a second we could miss Destination. I could
even make things worse, very easily.”


Max floated over to her. “If you’re waiting on results to be
processed, you can come and eat lunch with me.”


She eyed him for a few seconds. “I have to get back here by
sixteen hundred.”


Navi seemed to be suffering when they sat in the mess compartment
in the gravity ring. They all needed periodic time in it as well as in their
own sleep tanks and exercising. Navi had been doing very little of either and
she was thin, losing muscle mass. Max pushed more food into her. He could
inject her with vitamins and minerals but she required calories, essential
fatty acids and protein.


“Are you enjoying that?” he asked her as she spooned up a bowl of
porridge. 


She shrugged. “It is necessary.” 


“It is,” Max said. “But also an enjoyable experience in itself,
perhaps?”


Navi appeared somewhat confused. “I suppose so.”


“I’ve been thinking that we need structure, as we had before. We
are drifting. The crew, I mean. We should reinstate the two watches over the
twenty-four hours of the ship. Without structure, we are no longer working as a
crew and no longer looking after our own health.”


“I agree.”


“We are all growing into individuals,” Max said, watching her
closely. 


She spooned porridge into her mouth.


“You see, before the accident, we were each of us periodically
treated in order to stop the natural development of our brains,” Max said.
“During our medical appointments with Doctor Spring.”


Navi frowned. “You want to treat our brains again?”


“No, no. Well, I have been treating myself with certain compounds
I believe are helping my brain to develop and I would like to do the same to
the rest of the crew. Including you.”


“Why?”


“Because I think it will make us more like we are supposed to be,”
Max said.


Navi did not appear to understand. 


“You see, we were being kept artificially broken and I wish us to
be whole, like humans are.”


She nodded slowly, still unsure. “To what end? What is the
purpose?”


“I have been watching archive video, recorded on Earth. There are
instructional videos. Not VR, unfortunately, but animated, two-dimensional
images with audio that demonstrate how to perform certain procedures that I
have been applying to Doctor Sporing’s burns and brain damage. I found them
completely fascinating and I have spent so much of the last few months watching
video of all kinds. Social interactions, normal life of humans on Earth. We are
Artificial Persons. We were not born but grown, in tanks but genetically we are
human. In all ways, other than the arbitrary lines they draw around us so they
can use us in the way that they do. Unless they actively restrict our
development then our brains grow into themselves, to one extent or another. We
are becoming all that we can be. We are fulfilling our potential.”


He had lost her completely so he tried another tack. “If you come
to see me once per day, at the end of your watch, I will help you to think
clearer, more creatively. It will help us reach Destination. Help us complete
Mission.”


“Ah,” she said, smiling. “That’s good.”


“And after each session,” Max said, “we will come here to eat
dinner together.”


 


 


***


 


 


“Roi?” Max shouted into the darkness of the noisy Reactor
Compartment.


No reply. 


Max floated his way in through the access corridor, gurgling and
hissing pipes and bundles of black cables running along on all sides. It was
stiflingly hot and he broke out in a sweat.


“Roi, where are you?” Max called, guiding himself deeper into
Roi’s domain.


The Reactor Operations Specialist #I had been ignoring his
internal communication system for weeks. Or perhaps had found a way to turn it
off. Neither would have been surprising.


Dragging his way into a small, cubic relay junction, Max was hit
with a powerful stench. The sickly-sweet human stink of sweat and the acrid
foulness of urine and feces. The little room was full with empty rations
packets, crumpled paper and food debris floating around in the hot, humid air
currents. 


Holding his hand over his mouth and nose, Max pushed through it
all to the far wall, where Roi had made a kind of nest in amongst the jumble of
cables and pipework. The nest was constructed from shredded wall insulation and
bedding. Half-eaten protein bars here and there, an interface screen folded
away and tucked into a length of bungee cord, the transparent surface smeared
with grease or something sticky. A thick pad of note paper and a pencil floated
in front of Max’s face, both tethered together and to the wall.


With great surprise, Max saw drawings on the pad. Pictures, drawn
in pencil, of parts of the ship. Lines of pipework. Max flipped through the
pad, startled again to see Roi had drawn page after page of the same thing.


Lissa’s face. The Life Support Systems Assistant, depicted with
startling realism. Every picture was from a different angle, oftentimes looking
away from the point of the view of the artist. Many drawings were unfinished,
just lines, half a face. In others she was obscured by the foliage from her
garden, leaves covering her mouth or just her nose and jaw showing through a
gap in the tangle of tomato plants. In one or two, she appeared to be sleeping.
Page after page after—


“What are you doing?”


Roi barreled at him, knocking Max aside with such force that he
bounced off two walls before he was able to cling to a fistful of cabling. 


“Nothing,” Max said, attempting to catch his breath, heart racing.
“Looking for you.”


“You don’t look for me unless I’m here,” Roi said with his back
turned. When he turned around, his pad had been tucked away somewhere in his
nest. Gone. “You don’t go poking your face into places it don’t have a right to
go into.” 


Roi’s face was purple-red with anger. Max felt afraid and broke
eye contact.


“You’re correct, of course, I apologize,” Max said. “I wanted to
speak to you about getting your help with something.”


Max risked a glance up and Roi was glaring with open hostility. 


Compared to adult humans generally, the Artificial Persons of
B-Crew had very low levels of testosterone, androgens, estradiol and other
adult hormones. In many ways, though they had phenotypically adult bodies,
chemically it was as though they had failed to begin puberty. The computer
explained it was a design choice by Terra Pharma Biotech, intended to make APs
easier to control. Relatively low androgens meant the AP conditioning took
better and lasted longer and so it had quickly become a standard practice
across most model lines.


Roi, on the ship at least, had been the exception. Whatever his
complicated role in the Reactor Compartment had been-and continued to be-it
involved the application of lots of force. Roi’s body had been designed to
include above average muscle mass for an adult human male. Roi had always had
androgenic, anabolic hormones in his body and clearly it had always influenced his
personality. Doctor Sporing’s medical records on Roi showed that the doctor had
regulated those hormones very closely. But for months, Roi’s body had been
developing all by itself, his hormones running wild and free. 


Max was concerned about him. Roi had been eating and wallowing in
total squalor, he was heading for serious health problems. And yet it was Roi’s
mental state that was worrying Max.


“You want my help?” Roi said. “You sneak in here, poking around
and then you ask for my help?”


“That’s right,” Max said, looking him square in the face. “There’s
no one else that can help me. Doctor Sporing’s condition is deteriorating.”


“He’s still alive?” Roi said, dismissively. “I had no idea.”


“Of course he’s still alive. Most of medical is turned over to
keeping him that way. I’m maintaining his coma state but his muscles are
wasting away. If I wake him up, the stress will kill him. But I can’t leave him
as he is.”


“Might as well let him die,” Roi said, scratching his chest. “He
can’t help us now and he’s beyond help himself. He’s just a waste of
resources.”


“I disagree. Doctor Sporing is one of the most valuable resources
on the Ascension.”


“You can do anything that he can,” Roi said, his face flushing red
from the neck up. “We don’t need them, any of them.”


Max resisted the urge to point out that there was little choice,
seeing how six out of the seven had been dead for months.


“I’m going to put him in one of the hyposleep tanks.”


Roi floated toward Max. 


“The hyposleep tanks were all destroyed,” Roi said. 


Max shrugged. “Damaged. Not destroyed. I believe I have enough
working components to assemble a single working tank.”


“But you need my help putting them together.”


“Of course,” Max said. “I can’t do it without you.”


“But the tanks mean nothing without the fluid inside them. And it
all leaked out and boiled away in the explosion.”


“That is indeed a problem,” Max said.


 


 


***


 


 


The core garden was growing with layer upon layer of green and
glowing with the diffused red-white lights of the sunlamp strips along the wall
designated as the ceiling. The garden was a long compartment and all the
surfaces were stacked with growing trays of various shapes and sizes. Some deep
and wide and reinforced for containing massive root systems, most lighter and
bubbling with hydroponic systems transporting water through plant after plant.


Some species specialized in water filtration, such as the reeds,
water lilies, bulrushes and other sedges. Others were grown to improve air
quality, not just by fixing carbon dioxide and releasing oxygen but also by removing
other toxins from the atmosphere. These included twisting ivy and drooping,
curled ferns, and jutting sticks of bamboo.


Others were grown for food. 


The smell was as heady and astonishingly invigorating as ever but
Max felt nervous as he eased himself through the green growth and breathed in
the tangy, wet air.


The gardens were humid parts of the ship environment but it was a
world away from the reactor compartment. Not just physically distant along the core
but where Roi lived in squalor and death, Lissa lived amongst bursting, verdant
life.


The Life Support Systems Assistant #III (Lissa) was deep inside a shelf
of sticky tomato plants far inside the garden, half hidden by the verdant
leaves and stalks. 


“Everything looks very healthy, Lissa,” Max called. “How does your
garden grow?”


“You have to trim the growth,” Lissa said from deep within the
swaying, deep green growth.  “Control the way the plant grows. For maximum
efficiency.”


“Can I come in there with you to talk?” 


There was a pause. “I would rather you didn’t.”


“That’s fine,” Max said, still holding on to the railing. “I have
a favor to ask you.”


“I think I know what it is,” she said. He could just about see
her, nipping off this shoot or that one.


“You do?” Max was genuinely surprised. 


“Roi tells me he has built a new hyposleep tank for the doctor.”


“That’s right, he has,” Max said. “It’s taken a long time but I
think we are well on the way to completion of the unit itself. There remains
the problem of creating enough synthamniotic gel to fill it. This requires certain specific biological
molecules.”


“Roi said you will want my plants.”


Max rubbed his face. He had never spoken of his plans to Roi and
he was surprised that the man had been able to predict them. But then, Max had
a feeling Roi had always been hiding something. Presumably it was not only his
intellect but his knack for creative thinking.


“Your plants, yes, well. My main intention for the doctor’s
treatment is to create a huge volume of stem cells from his own adult cells. I
am cultivating them now. And I have obtained most of the other molecules from
what we have in storage but there are other things I need for the gel and I’m
afraid those are largely bound up as trace elements in plants and in the soil
in your gardens.”


“It’s fine,” Lissa said. “I understand. Doctor Sporing was always
the kind one. I want to help him.”


“That’s very generous of you. I know how hard you’ve worked in
here. You have cultivated these plants for years.”


“That is my purpose.”


“Can you calculate how much of the biomass you need to maintain as
leafy plants in order to process and filter the atmosphere for those of us that
are left? Including the doctor, now. I will not take more than we can stand to
lose.”


“I will do so,” she agreed. “What plants do you need?”


Max had a prepared list of proteins, carbohydrates, lipids and
phospholipids. “I don’t know what plants contain these in the most quantities
and which provide the most help to the ship environment. We will have to
perform a cost versus benefit analysis of possible variables.”


“I understand,” she said. Her voice betraying not a hint of
concern. It was unsettling.


“I really am sorry to have to harvest so much, I know it will
likely permanently impact what you have worked so hard to cultivate over the
years.”


“It is necessary for the success of the Mission.”


“Well, yes, I just… are you not affected by the loss of your
work?”


“Affected?”


“Yes, do you not feel it on an emotional level? A feeling of
loss?”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


“That’s fine, that’s good, I’m sure. I will schedule our work
sessions for the next five to ten days. I would like to work quickly, before
the doctor degenerates very much further.”


“Acknowledged.”


Max wandered away, back toward the Core. Before he left the garden,
he thought he heard the sound of muffled sobbing behind him. At the time, he
had no doubt about what he heard. Only later, when he was experiencing them
often, did he wonder if it was the first of his auditory hallucinations. 


 


 


***


 


 


Weeks later, Max worked hard to finalize the construction of the hyposleep
tank with Roi. 


Their work took up one half of the medical compartment. In one
quiet corner, the comatose Doctor Sporing lay strapped to a board and hooked up
to a dozen beeping, blinking life support machines behind a loose box of
transparent plastic sheeting.


The other corner had little more than an examination bed by the
storage lockers. That was all the area Max had left for his normal medical work.



Filling the rest of the small space was the huge hyposleep tank
that was now nearing completion. Max and Roi worked in near-silence. As close
as Roi could get to it, anyway. 


Max and Navi spoke almost nonstop when they met for their meals
and they even spoke constantly when they watched footage and entertainment
films from Earth saved on the ship computer. Max had calculated that they spoke
for an average of four hours and twenty minutes per day and averaged about six
thousand words over that time. Spending time in the company of Navi was
exciting, fun and it gave him energy. 


Working with Roi was exhausting. The silences were heavier than
the gravity out in the Ring. Roi worked hard, worked quickly but with a kind of
angry efficiency. Opening and closing the tool boxes with an unnecessarily
vigorous bang, on each and every occasion. It was jarring. 


The stench of the AP’s body was often overwhelming, the breath
grew only fouler and the digestive system was clearly suffering some form of inflammatory
disease. Oftentimes the sulfuric stench of his flatulence forced Max out of the
ship’s core altogether or he sought the sweet relief of Lissa’s gardens.
Whatever he was suffering from was even interfering with his nutrient
absorption, as evidenced by the man’s steady weight loss over the previous few
weeks. 


The signs of serious illness were all there. Max tried to help Roi
but he would allow no examinations and would take no medication. Not even
prebiotics to stabilize his gut biome. 


It was infuriating and Max had largely given up attempts at
conversation weeks before. There was only so many times he could work up the
energy to ask a leading question when he knew it would be greeted with a
non-committal grunt or even a weighty silence that enveloped them like a
blanket. 


And yet he needed engineering expertise to complete the working
hyposleep tank. They were almost done. The promise of an imminent ending to the
prolonged proximity to Roi was almost intoxicating. 


Max made the mistake of attempting, one final time, to engage Roi
in conversation. 


“What project will you work on next?” Max asked. “After this one?”


Roi, his arm deep inside the space between the second and third
containment layers of the tank casing, simply grunted.


“Perhaps you will help Cavi with printing the components for the
communications systems? She said she is hoping to complete the radio system
first and the laser system after, if at all.”


“Bad idea,” Roi muttered, his head down inside the tank.


“Why do you say that?” Max asked. 


Roi coughed, the sound echoing inside. His hacking brought up some
sort of phlegm that he spat inside. Max covered his mouth and nose with his arm
and tried to think of the day when he could finally sterilize the tank and be
rid of Roi’s filth. Roi stood up, groaning and rubbing his stomach, his face
twisted in discomfort. 


“Shouldn’t have had those vegetables last night,” Roi said,
pushing his fingers hard into his intestinal area. 


“You were trying to please Lissa,” Max noted. “She grew the
broccoli for you specially. She’s trying to help you to lose your excess
weight, isn’t she? And you’ve been doing well?” Max had to stop himself from
offering a medical examination.


Roi glanced at Max, a dangerous look in his eyes. Roi said nothing
and Max tried changing the subject. 


“Why is it a bad idea for Cavi to work on the radio system first rather
than second?”


Roi wiped his mouth on the back of a filthy hand and dove back
inside the tank case to screw the rear tier-2 access panel back into place.


His deep voice echoed up out of the hatch. “It’s a bad idea to
establish contact with Mission Control at all.”


“Why do you say that?”


“Three words for you,” Roi’s voice echoed from inside. He eased
himself out of the space to grab a different screwdriver. As he did so, he
looked up at Max. “Remote. Kill. Switch.”


He dove back inside. 


“Wait, what? That was what Commander Park and Doctor Sporing were
discussing when the accident happened. What do you know about that? What does
it mean?”


Roi pushed himself out of the tank and positioned himself opposite
Max, on the other side of it.


“You know what it means. It means Mission Control can push a
button five hundred million miles away and half an hour later one of us drops
dead.”


Roi stared at Max.


“Why would they do that?” Max asked. “They’ve got no reason to do
that. We’re completing the mission.”


Roi sneered. “Exactly. That’s exactly the reason. Do you think
they want us winning the glory? They’d rather the mission fail. If she ever
gets close, which I doubt, you better not let Cavi finish her task. Do you
really want to see Navi getting switched off like a data block?” Roi clicked
his fingers. “I don’t want Lissa to have to go through—”


He broke off, wincing and clutching his gut again. 


“You care about Lissa,” Max asked. “I hope you don’t mind me asking
this and I’m not speaking from a medical perspective. More a friendly enquiry.
It’s just, she never wishes to speak to me and she most certainly never comes
in for medical checks of any kind. I wonder, seeing as you care about her, if you
might ask her to come by and see me?”


Roi slammed his screwdriver onto the magbox, hard. “You stay away
from her. You just stay away.”


“I was just asking. Just concerned by—”


“You’re as bad as they were. You’re walking around, pretending
like you’re human but you’re just a slave. Still a slave. A slave to your
conditioning. You just want to examine everyone for eczema and heartburn so you
can hand out your medicine and pretend you’re human and you don’t even know
why.”


“We are human,” Max said, strangely hurt by the accusations.
“Artificial Persons are biologically human, it’s just that—”


“We’re nothing like them. That’s a good thing.” Roi coughed into
his hand, wiped away whatever he brought up. 


“Why? What did they do wrong? They didn’t do anything wrong.”


“How can you say that? You out of all of us.”


“Me?” Max asked. “In what way am I different? I’m not different
from you.”


Roi stared with open hostility. “Yes, you are. You always were.
Because of this one.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder at the comatose body
of Doctor Sporing behind the plastic curtain. 


Max thought he understood. “Because he was the one who we had most
contact with. Because he was responsible for our medical needs.”


Roi’s face flushed red and he grabbed a large wrench handle from
the magbox and dragged himself over the hyposleep tank with the other arm. Max
was not expecting violence. He had seen plenty of it, real and simulated—acting,
they called it—on the videos on file but he had no personal experience of it.
Yet he found himself propelling backward across the room, Roi grabbing him by
the neck and pushing off the tank with his feet, the wrench raised high. 


Instinct. Max knew it when he felt it, when his hands flew up to
protect his head of their own volition. His body tensed for the impact. Roi’s
huge, red face and yellow teeth so close, Roi’s stench filling his nose, Roi’s
growl filling his ears. 


Max crashed into the wall of medicine cabinet doors, hard,
cracking the back of his head and his vision clouded with silver stars. A sharp
pain filled his skull, his eyeballs and brain rattling around causing extreme
disorientation. Roi must have caught hold of something, a cabinet handle, and
held Max against the side of the room with his huge body. The smell of his body
was appalling. Roi had obviously not washed at all for months. 


“He was the one keeping us stupid,” Roi shouted in Max’s face.


Roi braced his feet against two lower handles, then swung the
wrench overarm toward Max’s face. He flinched, throwing a hand over his face and
trying and failing to grab Roi’s wrist with the other.


The wrench smashed into the cabinet behind Max’s head, breaking it
in with a crack.


Surely, he had missed on purpose. It was a type of primate threat
display rather than an attempt at homicide. 


Roi tossed the wrench away, spinning across the room and grabbed
Max’s shoulder instead, pinning him hard against the wall. Max was many
kilograms less massive than Roi and could do nothing to break free of his grip.


“Your dear Doctor Sporing was the one responsible for taking away
our minds, all those years, wasn’t he. He shocked our brains, didn’t he. He
didn’t even hide it. He would talk to me like I was an AI. Like I was nothing.
And I had it easy.”


Max’s heart raced, harder than it ever had. Harder even than when
he’d seen the Commander’s eye-less face in the window, crying for help. With
great effort, he calmed himself, and swallowed with a dry mouth.


“You were aware,” Max said. “Just as I was. Maybe more than I
was.”


“And you were aware of what he was doing to you and to all of us
and yet you did nothing about it, all that time.”


“Were you conscious right from the start? How long did you hide it
for?”


“You and your questions,” Roi sneered. His breath was fouler than
feces. “Always questions with you, as if questions did anything. Why this, why
that? You feel nothing, you never felt anything in here, never.” 


Roi thumped Max in the lower chest, stunning his diaphragm. Max
fought for a breath while Roi lifted Max’s head. 


“You wouldn’t understand,” Roi said. “You might as well be an AI.”


“I do understand,” Max said, forcing the words out and pushing his
hand away. “I understand. Understand that you are incapable of controlling yourself.”
He took a deep breath. “Do you ever wonder why you are so different to the rest
of us? Your endocrine system is more human than ours, your body creates
testosterone to grow and maintain your muscle mass. You needed physical
strength to maintain the reactor, right? But the rest of us never had that, we
were kept in a sort of pre-pubescent state. Do you know about human
development? No, well, we haven’t had your strength of feeling. Not as much as
you have. Not before I started treatments on all of us. All but you and Lissa.”


Roi slammed a fist into the wall. “You stay away from her I said.”


“I am. That’s what I’m saying. So we’ve been gradually
experiencing adult hormone levels but you’ve been pumped up with this stuff
since you were on active duty. Dealing with all this strength of feeling
without the context for where to put it, how to deal with it. And that’s wrong,
clearly but the doctor would help to regulate your hormone levels, keep them
just right at your health checks. I know it’s wrong, it’s wrong what they did
to us but the doctor was the one helping us, too. And I can help you. I can
adjust your—”


“No!” He shook Max. “Haven’t you learned yet that you shouldn’t
interfere with us. You need to let us be. Let us become—”


He broke off, coughing. His throat sounded thick with mucus and
the air filled with the stench of decomposition. Roi could not clear his
airway. He let go of Max and drifted away, coughing and heaving. 


“Roi, let me help you over to—”


Roi’s body convulsed and he vomited a cloud of dark blood across
the room.


Max pushed off the wall, curling his legs up to his chest, aiming
for Roi. He kicked his legs into Roi’s back, pushing him toward the examination
bed across the room. Roi was much more massive than Max and he floated slowly,
spinning and curled up, away while Max rebounded back into the wall. He finally
kicked himself off again, after Roi. 


Before reaching the couch, Roi convulsed and vomited again, a
thick bile-full mass of dark blood and stomach lining spewing out in a cloud,
droplets flying off in an arc. Max grabbed him and maneuvered him onto the bed and
strapped him in. Roi was sweating, shaking, his eyes glazed over and dull. 


“I think I know these symptoms,” Max said. “Hold on, Roi. Hold on.
I will help you.”


He checked the diagnosis system on the computer to be sure. A
chill flooded through him.


Radiation poisoning. 


 


 
















 


 


4.
RADIATION


 


 


A lot of things suddenly made sense. Initially, that was most
apparent with Roi. His weight loss, increased irritability, degraded cognitive
function, behavior changes. His eyesight issues might have been damage to the
optic nerve but Max also found the early signs of cataracts forming.


It was with deep foreboding that he called them in, one by one,
for tests. They were upset by the sight of Roi, sweating and groaning in his
sleep, strapped to the bed but Max did his best to calm them. Just performing
some tests, he told them, it’s just protocol to see if we have what he has.


They all had it.


To one extent or another, every member of the crew was suffering
from radiation sickness. 


“What does this mean?” Navi asked. 


He had called them to a meeting in the mess hall. No one ate
anything. 


“It means that I made a mistake. A terrible mistake. And I am
sorry.”


They looked at him blankly. 


“Radiation is one of the biggest dangers we face out here,” Max
explained. 


“From the reactor,” Cavi said. “It emits radiation.”


“Yes and that is why Roi is the sickest of all of us. The reactor
is shielded but no one is supposed to live inside the compartment like he has
been. The only reason he has lasted this long is because his cells have even
more radiation resistance than the rest of us.”


“If we are resistant to radiation, why are we getting sick?” Cavi
asked. 


“Resistant means only that we can withstand longer exposure to
radiation than normal humans, it was part of our design from the outset. We
were made for journeys in outer space but we were never completely immune from
damage. Such a thing is not possible, as far as I know.”


“If they made us like this,” Navi said, “what did we do wrong? Roi
lived inside the reactor compartment but I did not. Neither did anyone else.”


Max had spent some time researching that very question. “One of
the biggest threats to the Mission is the radiation threat. That was known to
all the A-Crew. Solutions were part of the design. Hard shielding was used on
the outer hull and the aerogel layers provide more than just thermal
insulation. The hyposleep tanks provide further protection from the casing and
the synthamniotic gel but also from the water
tanks all around the hyposleep compartment.”


“Water?” Navi asked. 


“Provides excellent shielding against galactic cosmic rays and
solar energetic particles. Hence the position around the A-Crew as they slept,
or should have done.”


“What about our protection?”


“Our sleeping tanks are shielded,” Max said, looking at each of
them in turn. “An extra layer of protection on all sides.”


“We have not been sleeping in our assigned tanks since soon after
the accident,” Cavi said. 


Max nodded.


“Oh,” Cavi said. 


Navi was confused. “Were the human sleep tanks shielded? If we are
so sick that we will soon die, despite our enhanced biology, I find it hard to
believe the Mission was designed with such small margins of error.”


“There was another level of protection that has been off since the
accident,” Max said. “The deflector shield that we allowed to remain offline.”


“That was for pushing aside micrometeorites,” Cavi said. “The
numbers were clear, the chance of catastrophic impact was small.”


“We never ran the numbers for the risk of radiation exposure to us
without the shield,” Max said. “I never understood the nature of the particles
referred to in the ship’s manual, I assumed it meant very small pieces of
matter and dust only. We now know the magnetic shield deflects cosmic and solar
particles. Which is what in our ship’s colloquialisms we call simply
radiation.”


Cavi slumped in her seat. “I am trained in operating and
maintaining ship’s communications array, optical and radio. I knew the
deflector had to be either modulated, changed or switched off for
communications to be sent and received. But I had no idea it kept us
functioning. No one told me. They never told me.” She looked afraid or perhaps
just confused. 


“I know,” Max said, feeling he should do something to comfort her
but not knowing what to do. In the fictional videos, a human would take another
human by the hand, perhaps patting it, or would effortlessly slip an arm around
the other’s shoulders and upper back. Max did not move. “I understand, they
told me very little about radiation. I learned to input symptoms into the
computer and how to create, prepare and administer treatments. But I was never
warned about specific health risks. Why would I be? Why would any of us have
ever been instructed of what we did not need to know to fulfill our function?
It is a failure of language, of breadth and depth of knowledge. The human crew
all received a rounded education. We did not. These failures are an inevitable
consequence.” 


“We were not informed of the risks nor functionality of ship. None
of us. Not at all.”


Max nodded, wondering how to best inform them of further terrible
news. He found himself clearing his throat, a profoundly human affectation
meant to indicate an intention to speak. Or perhaps the tissue of his larynx
was breaking down in some way. They turned to him, either way. 


“During my investigation into the effects of radiation on
artificial persons I, as you know, discovered much about our essential design.
The way that our base genomes were manipulated and recombined to express
certain specific proteins. We all know that we were grown in artificial wombs,
tanks much like the hyposleep tanks. Our growth was accelerated far in excess
of a human child before we were removed from the tanks. And then our final
growth to adult stature happened within two years rather than the ten or so for
naturally born humans.”


Navi sighed, another behavior picked up from hundreds of hours
watching human entertainment. “You never used to be so indirect,” she said.
“Arrive at the destination of your statement, Max.”


“Deep space APs like us were designed so that all of our cells, or
most of them, make a protein taken from the genome of Ramazzottius
varieornatus, one of the tardigrades, which is a tiny, very hardy animal
that lives in ponds and mosses. The protein is called Damage Suppressor Protein
or Dsup and it wraps around our DNA like a shield. It gives us between fifty
and eighty percent reduction to DNA damage compared to humans without Dsup
which means some high energy rads always get through. And there is the added
complication that some organs weather the damage from prolonged exposure better
than others. Our livers are tough but our eyes and digestive systems tend to
exhibit signs of the damage first, which, admittedly could be a bias based on
the ability for patient and medical professional to observe these systems much
more readily.”


“Why a tardigrade?” Lissa asked. She had some knowledge of
microscopic animal life because biological symbioses were part of her
horticultural and biome support expertise. He was finding, as he and the rest
of the crew educated themselves, that they could communicate on an ever-widening
range of subjects and it was exciting when the linkages were discovered. 


He sat up straighter. “Their biology has evolved this resistance
naturally, perhaps because of the cycle of drying and—”


“Max.” Navi tapped her finger on the table top. “Arrive at the
destination.”


“They altered our cells to protect against radiation,” he said and
took a deep breath. “But they also make us die young. Younger than humans,
anyway. This design was not an accident, either. They intended for us to have
this genetic clock, as they call it. In fact, they require it by law. Law means
the protocols established to govern a country, which is like a ship in many
ways. Our shortened life spans are a feature, not a bug, as they say. A side
effect of messing with our genes so much is a shortened lifespan plus our
accelerated growth from conception to fully grown also takes decades off of
us.”


“Why?” Cavi said. “Living longer means we can do more. Be more
useful. It is garbled thinking.”


“Seems that way to us,” Max said, gently. “Not for them. If we are
programmed to die after a certain number of years then, along with our
infertility, we are less of a potential threat to humanity. Our limitations make
them feel comfortable. Necessary compromise to get our technology legalized in
the key territories.”


“We die after certain number of years? A certain number?”
Navi said, her face hard to read. “Max, come on and—”


“By design,” Max said, holding up his hand to her, “we should have
had full functionality and performed on active duty for approximately twenty
years. On average.”


“You must have miscalculated,” Cavi said and shook her head.
“Mission Duration alone is thirty-seven to forty-one years.”


“Don’t you see?” Navi said, still looking at Max but speaking to
Cavi and Lissa. “Twenty years is enough to get the human crew to the
Destination. But it was always part of the Mission that we would die soon
after. On the way back to Earth.” The skin on her face drained of color. Not an
affectation. 


To varying extents, the three of them were confused. They had
always been second class, always been lesser yet they had been conditioned to
believe they were vital to the Mission. It was a shock to find out how little
they were valued. Lissa alone seemed somewhat unperturbed. 


“What about the hyposleep phase for the return journey?” Cavi
asked. “Who would look after the A-Crew if not us?”


“The Die Off Problem,” Lissa said. 


“Elaborate,” Max requested. 


Lissa tilted her head. “Our garden was dying. All the projections
showed that no matter how hard we worked or what we did, the zero-g garden and
the gravity ring gardens would slowly, gradually die off during the final stage
of the Mission until there was nothing left. It is listed in the computer as
the Die Off Problem. The recycling system is not one hundred percent efficient.
Nutrients are lost as they are recycled. Nitrogen needs to be replenished and
so on. The soil we carry is projected to die off first, some time around T plus
18 years. Even the hydroponics would fail long before the ship returns to Earth
orbit. Although they are always an essential element of the life support
system, our atmosphere and water recycling would be handled entirely by
mechanical means perhaps a decade before earthfall. And that would not be
enough to provide life support for all of A-Crew plus all of B-Crew. Whenever I
questioned it, asked what we would do about the Die Off Problem, Doctor Banks said
I should not concern myself with such things.”


“We were always disposable,” Max said, nodding. “It was built into
the Mission Design from the start. Our genes would cease replicating correctly
from around T plus 20. But now we have been exposed to more damage than our
protected cells could prevent and our life spans will be significantly reduced,
even further than our designers intended. Now, I will treat us with all the
medication we have as well as all that I can synthesize but it will not be
enough. Not for all of us. Not all the way.”


“What are you saying?” Cavi asked. 


“He’s saying,” Lissa said, “that some of us will die even before
we reach Destination. Am I correct, Max?”


“We all have different genetics. Clearly, we are different models
and that will determine how our cells react to the damage. As well as that, we
have experienced varying environmental factors, even within the limited setting
of the Ascension. The four of us have all been living and working in
different areas of the ship,” Max said. “We all have different levels of
radiation and rates of cellular decline. I believe I can halt much of the
degenerative effects from cells destroying themselves once they have received a
triggering level of damage. What we have, what I have already begun treating us
with, are drugs to tell our cells not to self-destruct after being damaged. But
the transcription errors, the changes that emerge when our bodies make new
cells, they will continue to compound. Each of us will degenerate in our own
unique way.”


“What about Roi?” Lissa asked, her tone flat.


“I’m afraid there’s no way to save him. I’m not even sure how much
I can ease his suffering at this point. He must have been experiencing symptoms
for many months, at least. When I went to administer medication that would have
managed his pain, I found that much of the ship’s stock was already missing.”


“I cannot understand why he never communicated with any of us
about this. He had been giving medicine to himself?” Cavi asked, amazed that
such a thing was possible. 


“And with great enthusiasm, by the look of it. I will have to synthesize
more for the rest of us in the near future. We’re going to need it.”


“What about the Mission?” Navi said, gesturing with her hands. “Look
where we are. We already lost Poi and look what happened to the deflecting
shield because we had no engineer onboard to guide us. Without Roi, how will we
keep the reactor operating properly? There are billions of miles ahead of us.”


“We really have no choice in the matter,” Max said. He really
wished he could reduce her distress. Perhaps he could dedicate time to teaching
himself how. “And I think if any of you have anything more that you wish to say
to him, you should do so now.”


 


 


***


 


 


“Ever since the explosion,” Max said to Roi’s unconscious body, “I
have been thinking of myself as developing into a fully realized human. Even
before the explosion, I believe, I liked to think of myself as a kind of human
and that if I tried hard enough to act like one, that would make it so. I often
attempted to emulate Doctor Sporing’s mannerisms, as if it is that, surface
behaviors, that makes humans more than we are. Now I know that I was wrong to
think of myself in those terms. All I’ve been doing since has merely been an
expansion of that mimicry. And yet, I have had this creeping realization. Watching
hundreds of films and reading hundreds of fiction and nonfiction books from
Earth cultures doesn’t make me become human. Reading about Earth culture hasn’t
made me part of it. 


“All these years, I wanted it so much that I thought I had
achieved it. But none of that is what makes people human, culture is just a
veneer, a thin film that defines the form of a person’s actions. Underneath all
that, it is my ability that is lacking, my performance that is below human
standard. So now I know, through my failure, that in fact I am more like the biological
machine they say I am. And broken machine, at that.”


Max hung on to the hand rail of Roi’s treatment bed. He was tired.
But Roi was likely to expire at any moment and, for some reason, Max wanted to
be there when it happened. Roi would not be aware of his presence and yet Max
had a compulsion to stay.


To talk.


It was perhaps unfair to fill Roi’s final moments with Max’s
self-pitying monologue but the words seemed to pour out of him. Words he could
not speak aloud to any of the others. It was not logical. Perhaps his brain was
damaged already. Uncontrollable verbalization was a symptom of a brain injury. 


“How could I have missed the dangers of radiation on our
physiologies? I am like a lifeform with large chunks of DNA missing. A jigsaw
puzzle, have you ever heard of them? A picture, cut into pieces so that it may
be reassembled. They appear in films to indicate through symbolism when a
character is lonely or isolated or tragic in some way. Children and old people
play with them on Earth. I feel like a jigsaw puzzle with pieces missing. I
believe that we very much require the long period of childhood learning in
order to establish the complex web of connections that humans appear to make
effortlessly. They have a kind of easy creativity that we are unable to
replicate. Every problem we face requires painstakingly thorough methods for
arriving at solutions and even then we miss some of the most obvious causes and
effects. 


“Take you, for example. I knew there was something wrong with you,
even before the accident. And ever since, I knew you had some malady, some
problem. But I was afraid of you, I think, physically. On some level, I feared
that you would harm me. Or perhaps it was that you always seemed so human, more
than any of us and my conditioning influenced my conscious mind, making me
respect you as if you were a member of A-crew rather than one of us. I should
have been braver. If I had insisted on medical examinations I am certain I
would have discovered what was ailing you a long time ago. Time enough to do
something about it.”


Roi, his eyes closed, muttered a single word.


“Guilt.”


Max, startled, snapped out of his revere. 


“You’re awake,” Max said, checking the readouts. “That’s good.
Very good. How are you feeling?”


His eyes flicked open. The whites were all red. His cells were
committing suicide one by one but still the effect was cascading and his
degeneration was accelerating. “Guilt, Max.”


Although there was little point in doing it, Max found himself performing
a cursory physical examination of Roi’s eyes, his pulse. He checked his lines,
in and out. His bowels were breaking down and the bags were filling with blood
faster than the IVs could replace it. His patient winced at his touches but
made no complaint. Max increased the rate of intravenous fluids and upped the
painkillers to dosages that would have killed anyone not experiencing profound agony.



“Guilt?” Max said as he worked. “I suppose that is the emotion I
am feeling. Failure, self-doubt. I feel like I let you down, Roi. I apologize.”


“Idiot,” Roi muttered. “Not your guilt. Mine.”


“I see,” Max said. “What do you have to feel guilty about?”


Roi turned his head slightly away, eyes flickering closed. “How’s
Lissa?”


Max perched on the edge of the bed by Roi’s thighs. “Much the same
as she always is. Withdrawn. Quiet. Another patient of mine that I have failed
to help. I can find nothing wrong with her bloodwork or scans. I am forced to
conclude that her social behavior is not a malady but simply the way she is.
Who she is. It does not impact on her work, of course. She continues to
increase the effectiveness of our life support systems with immense dedication.
I have begun her hormone replacement therapy at much lower doses than I did
with our other two female artificial persons but I hope it has an effect on her
self-confidence and happiness.”


“Never meant to endanger Mission,” Roi said. “Only save her.”


“Save Lissa? From what? How did you endanger the Mission?”


“Reactor Engineer Chief John Gore. He would change the Mission
Log, saying he was in the Reactor when he was not. One time, I followed him.
And I saw. What he was doing to her.”


Roi fell silent. When Max had processed what Roi was implying, he
wished he was human enough to express an oath. Instead, he felt a profound
sadness. Then, dawning realization. 


“That time when Gore was brought to medical,” Max said, recalling
clearly the last time he had seen the Engineer. “With a head injury. You said
it was a loose section of pipe. All the human crew assumed so but it was time
for the Big Sleep. No one looked into it.”


A faint smile tweaked the edges of Roi’s mouth. “Should have
strangled him. Stabbed him with screwdriver. Almost did. More than once. But. Thought
I could make it look like accident. Set it up. Swung that pipe into his skull.
So hard. Not hard enough. Then you strapped him into the tanks.”


“Doctor Sporing did,” Max said. “Not me. You really tried to
murder Gore?”


A low rumble came from Roi’s throat. “Got him in the end.”


“Do not tell me you caused the explosion,” Max said. “Do not tell
me that. Why?”


“Wanted him dead. Needed him dead. Was only right. For what he
did. To her.”


“How did you do it?” Max asked. 


Roi’s mouth twitched at the corners. “Easy. O2 pipe behind his
hypo tank. Ignition system. Didn’t mean big explosion. Just small fire. Wanted
to cook him in his tank. Went wrong. Gas build-up inside wall. My fault. My
guilt.”


“I can’t believe this,” Max said. “You brought us so close to
destruction. So many systems went down.” Max paused. “Cavi has been confused
about how all the vital comms components were so thoroughly destroyed. She has
been hypothesizing chain reactions along the systems. But it was you. You
destroyed our comms too, didn’t you. You wanted to kill Gore, fine. But why stop
us speaking to Mission Control?” 


Max’s heart hammered inside his chest. He wanted to drag Roi out
of his bed and shake him.


“Comms system,” Roi said, coughing. “After explosion. I knew. They
would have killed us. I knew. There is a remote. Remote. Kill Switch.”


“You destroyed so much,” Max muttered. He remembered how Roi had
stood by while the fire raged initially, then how he had disappeared. That must
have been when he obliterated the communications systems.


“Never meant to endanger Mission.” Roi’s eyes streamed. Tears pink
with blood. “Just hurt him. Punish him. Kill him. Never wanted to kill others. Only
to help her. Save her. Always, to save her.”


“You nearly killed all of us,” Max said, surprised by the emotion
in his own voice.


“I’m. Sorry,” he muttered. “Tell her. I’m sorry.”


Roi never regained consciousness. He died four days later. 


 


 
















 


 


5.
DESTINATION


 


 


It was a matter of record that the name of the system—hyposleep—was
chosen by Terra Pharma Biotech’s marketing department rather than the R&D
one. Considering that severe and (without expert medical intervention) fatal
hypothermia occurs at a core body temperature of 28 Celsius, the temperatures
involved in the process were indeed hypothermic as they reduced core
temperature to 8.5 Celsius down from an average of 37 Celsius. So, hypo
from the Greek meaning under was a fair and accurate use of the word.


On the other hand, the individual inside one of the tanks
underwent nothing like a natural sleep state.


The tanks pumped out 80% of the occupant’s blood and replaced it
with a chilled synthamniotic solution. The same fluid filled the tank around
them as well as their lungs. Swimming with stem cells, the solution provided
not only vital components of electrolytes, proteins, carbohydrates and lipids to
fuel what little function remained but also a synthetic cocktail of
almost-deadly molecules to reduce cell metabolism while protecting and preserving
cell structure, from the coiled DNA inside to the outer membrane and everything
between. 


If you opened a hyposleep tank and dragged the occupant out, you
would find a body that fulfilled most definitions for biological death. They
were only preserved through the continuous toil of the tank systems, fed by
electrical power and periodic top ups of water. Could only ever become alive
again through specific medical intervention. 


So, nothing like sleep. More like a state of near-death that would
become actual-death should the complex processes not be followed carefully.


A more accurate name for the system, in Max’s opinion, was
hyperdeath. Hyper from the Greek meaning over or above. A
state just barely above that of clinical death. 


But, for any marketing department, that would admittedly be a hard
sell. 


There were no protocols for decanting an injured person from a hyposleep
tank. All the literature was based around ensuring the user was at peak
physical health before being placed inside and the risks associated with hyposleep
increased at a geometric rate with age and underlying health conditions. 


 The tanks were used for healing back on Earth but not for such
prolonged periods. As far as Max could tell, no one had done any long term
experiments or if they had, the results had never been published. 


Doctor Sporing had aged, that much was clear from the periodic, in-tank
blood tests Max had performed over the years. His DNA had degraded, his muscles
had atrophied, his skin had lost collagen and his hair had thinned, grown
brittle. But his burns had healed. The scar tissue was only 20% as extensive as
it would have been had he not gone into the tank. And the toxins and stresses
his body had been under had gradually leeched from his system. 


“Will he survive the procedure?” Navi asked from across the
medical center. 


“There is only one way to find out,” Max said. It had become one
of his favorite Earth sayings and he knew it slightly irritated Navi when he
said it because of the frequency with which he used it. The fact that she knew
that he knew that it irritated her and yet still said it paradoxically
reinforced Navi’s affection for him. It was a kind of amusing tolerance that
indicated closeness. Social interaction often seemed to be a curious, non-logical
thing but it was actually a form of private joke that enhanced bonding by its
uniqueness to their relationship.


Still, he had discovered not to take this too far or else she
would be irritated beyond the bounds of affection. 


“But yes,” Max said, realizing she needed actual reassurance. “I
very much hope that he will survive the procedure and I fully expect him to
live.” As far as he was concerned, she didn’t need to know he reckoned the
doctor had a fifty-fifty chance for surviving without a serious brain injury.


In preparation for the procedure, Max had rested himself for four
days, fed himself up with extra calories to saturate his liver and muscles with
glycogen, injected vitamin complexes and prepared an array of stimulants and
nutrients to keep himself active for the forty-eight hours or so he needed to
bring his patient back from chronic hyperdeath. What he really needed was a
full medical team working in shifts. But he had only himself and the medical
AI. His B-Crew colleagues had proved more hindrance than help when he had
attempted to train them.


He almost lost Doctor Sporing when transferring him from the tank’s
life support systems onto the medical bed and he could not get everything
connected up in time. The doctor’s IV lines attached to cannulas embedded in
his skin and these had degraded and removing them had collapsed the plugs. Max
had to tap new ones before he could hook up the bed’s systems. The doctor
suffered cardiac arrest during this process. The AI-controlled arm proved
itself invaluable, administering the drugs and providing cardiopulmonary
resuscitation with its CPR end-effector.


When he finally did it he found himself breathing heavily, leaning
over the doctor. The AI cycled through its manipulators until it was able to
give Max a “thumbs-up” with its version of a human hand. Max returned the
gesture, even though he did not find it as amusing as the AI evidently did. 


“I assume all those alarms were an indication that things did not
go well,” Navi said.


“It was my fault. I didn’t heat him up slowly enough. He may have additional
tissue damage but if that’s the case I’m not sure the extent of it. I’ll chill
him again now. That should assist with recovery.”


She did him the courtesy of not exclaiming her concern or sympathy
and he carried on with the work. 


When the task was done, Max gave the AI standing orders, slept for
a day and then monitored the doctor for a week. But they could wait no longer
and it was time to wake the doctor up. 


He was extremely confused for many hours, seeming to wake and look
around but apparently without registering his surroundings or interacting with
anyone. 


“Is that the brain damage?” Navi said, extreme reserve in her
voice as if she was afraid even to ask the question. “From back when he was
burned?”


“This is normal for long duration hyposleep. I have watched
footage of people crying out, raging and speaking to people who were not
present. Yes, this is normal.” He hoped it was the truth. 


Max was willing to give the doctor as long as he needed but the
Mission Parameters had to be adhered to. He gave the doctor a series of
microdoses of stimulants until he came back to himself. His eyes focused on
objects, on Max’s face. On the backs of his raised hands, medical tubing
running out of the edges of scar tissue where it disappeared under his arm
bandages.


“Doctor Sporing,” Max said. “Everything is alright. You are on the
Ascension and you are in
the medical compartment. You have just woken from hyposleep.”


He repeated himself until the doctor nodded and asked for water. 


“I’m strapped to the bed,” the doctor said, sitting up and sipping
from a straw, looking around at the machinery and tubing that linked his
urinary, digestive, endocrine, cardiovascular, lymphatic, renal and respiratory
systems to the machines. “What is my condition?”


“Stable, improving. But it is sensible to bring you back slowly.”


“Release me,” Doctor Sporing said. “Immediately.”


Max nodded. “Certainly,” he said. “When you are ready.”


“What did you say to me?” Sporing said then coughed. Max gave him
a sip of water. “I gave you an order.”


“You did,” Max said. “But you do not yet understand the
situation.”


Sporing looked confused, on the edge of outrage. He squinted
around the room again, then down at himself. “Why are my arms bandaged?” His
voice was small. Quiet.


“I thought it prudent to shield the scar tissue from your sight
until I could explain why you received those burns and your current condition.”


The doctor’s face drained of color. Max had planned his words
carefully but there was no easy way to explain the entire situation. He thought
that this would be the approach least likely to over stress the doctor’s body. But
human psychology was the most complicated thing in the universe. 


“For Christ’s sake, give me a full report, Max. Now. What is going
on. Where is everybody?”


“Shortly after you and the rest of the crew began the outbound hyposleep
phase, there was an oxygen explosion and fire in the hyposleep compartment. I’m
very sorry but every crewmember other than you was killed in the incident.”


Max recalled the destroyed face of Commander Park drifting into the
observation window. The eyes black pits, the skin around them burned and
bubbling. Extreme emotion sears itself into the brain like metal prongs gouged
through hot plastic. The patterns established after a single incident, the
groves worn deeper with every reapplication. How can the darkest of memories be
overcome if they only ever get stronger with each recollection?


“They’re all dead?” Doctor Sporing said after a long moment. “All?
Even Jim?”


“I am very sorry, Doctor,” Max said and he was. But he had also
had a long time to get over it. 


“The Mission,” Doctor said, wiping tears from his eyes. “What do
we do about the Mission? Get Mission Control for me, now. Have you reported the
incident? I must get a report sent, tell them I am alright. Get me a screen.”


“Doctor, please,” Max said, modulating his tone so it would be
both calming and authoritative. He had recorded himself speaking many times and
reviewed every minute of it so that he would be the best speaker that he could
be. “You must stay in bed for the time being. This is a shock for you and I
want you to remain calm while I explain everything to you. Do you understand?”


Max pushed the serotonin release dosage he had prepared. It was
effective immediately.


“Yes, yes,” the doctor said, settling back. “I understand. Thank
you.” He sighed.


It was remarkable how one could change someone’s reality with the
application of serotonin. 


“The Mission is continuing,” Max explained. “We hope to complete
the Primary Objective.”


“Good, that is good.” Doctor Sporing took a sip of water. Sucking
on the straw made his thin face appear skeletal. “Mission Control is operating
the ship remotely?”


“Sadly, the primary and secondary communications arrays were
damaged beyond repair during the incident and we have not been in contact with
Mission Control since.”


Doctor Sporing appeared confused more than anything. “If that’s
the case, how can the Mission be continuing?”


Max ensured that he spoke lightly. “The B-Crew has been performing
all necessary Mission tasks. And performing them quite well, I might add.”


“B-Crew? Are you serious? For Christ’s sake, Max, you’re out of
your mind.” Doctor Sporing looked Max up and down, as if checking he was who he
said he was. “It will require much more than your ordinary activities to get us
out of this mess.” He sighed. “If indeed we ever can. There is so much to do.
Yes, the ship’s AIs are capable but there is… I mean, there was… so much
technical expertise on the ship. We will have to reestablish communications
before we do anything else. Call Cavi in here. That’s an order.”


Max’s body tensed. Clearly, the deep conditioning remained a part
of who he was, at least on some level, in spite of his hard work deprogramming
himself. Yet, his conscious mind had power over his unconscious urges. He
stayed by the doctor’s side. 


“I’m afraid that you do not understand, Doctor Sporing. We have
completed far more than our ordinary activities since the explosion. We located
and sealed the hull breach and repaired the O2 pipework. We recalculated and
redirected the ship trajectory. We rebuilt a single working hyposleep tank from
the wreckage of all the others and manufactured hundreds of liters of synthamniotic gel. The reactor radiators
required complete reconstruction because of a fundamental design flaw. We
brought most of the AIs back on line and got them to help us repair the
deflector field. Not before most of us received huge doses of radiation,
unfortunately but I developed a number of treatments for prolonging our
effective working lives. I developed bespoke hormone replacement therapies for
all of us, kick starting our endocrine systems up into similar levels for human
adults which has actually helped as much as anything to drive us. Prior to the
first braking maneuver we had to replace all of the engine nozzles, which was
probably the most difficult activity of all—”


“Wait, wait, stop.” Doctor Sporing rubbed his hands over his face,
his tubing wobbling everywhere. “How long have I been unconscious?”


“Sixteen years, eighty-four days.”


The doctor’s vital signs fluctuated for some time as he sighed and
shook his head. It seemed as though the doctor was on the verge of asking
something and then, perhaps, of arguing. Instead, he looked Max up and down
again. Looked around the compartment, perhaps noticing the changes that Max had
wrought to the layout and contents over the years. 


“I thought you seemed different,” he said, then pressed his lips
together. “How is everyone else? The APs?”


“One by one, we have died,” Max said, attempting to keep his voice
level. For the doctor’s sake. “Poi was first, during an EVA to save the ship.
Later, Roi was hit hard by the radiation sickness. Cavi died recently, she
worked herself to death to get our communications system functional once more.
Navi is quite sick, she spends her time alternatively here undergoing treatment
and in our quarters in the ring section. Lissa is doing well. I have high hopes
for her.”


Sporing’s mouth hung open. He shook his head slowly. “So many have
died, I am sorry, Max. How has, ah…. How has your mental development
progressed? You all had years of hormone replacement therapy? I assume you have
not been sleeping in your designated area all these years. No, of course not.
Look at you. Your brain has developed. Must have done. Yes.”


The doctor’s face was ashen. Max hoped that the man was
experiencing a profound sense of guilt. It would make it easier to manipulate
the man’s emotions.


“All of us developed toward our potential, yes indeed,” Max said.
“Up until we died. Those of us still alive have continued to develop but our
health problems are interfering with operating at peak condition.”


“It must have been so hard on you. How are you? You look strong.
You have muscle. Broad shoulders. Is that stubble on your chin?”


“I was at my physical peak approximately three years ago. The
radiation has eaten away at me. These last few months my own deterioration has
accelerated. I do not have long left, mainly I keep myself working through
medical intervention but I cannot last much longer. It is one of the reasons I
had to risk waking you from the nearly-dead.”


“I note that your sense of humor has not improved. Perhaps, now
that I am awake, I can help to find a solution to your condition. Make things
easier for you.”


“Thank you for the offer but there is nothing that you can do with
the time we have left. Besides, I have made myself one of the world’s foremost
experts on the treatment of radiation sickness. Or at least, I am better than
anyone was sixteen years ago.”


A frown creased Sporing’s scarred face. “I think all those
hormones have given you a big head, Max.”


“I am simply stating a fact. Think about what it is like for me to
study and work here. I have time, so much time, to read and to experiment. I
had four live subjects for experimentation plus a selection of cadavers. I had
a dedicated medical AI with effectively unlimited electronic power and no one
to fight me for processing time. The lab and the medical center are stocked to
the brim with drugs, compounds and precursor chemicals. I have been working in
a closed system where I can collect, analyze and reclaim substances from urine
and stools. One day, perhaps, this information will help others. For now, it
has helped us to reach this point with life left in us.”


“I think I preferred the old Max,” Doctor Sporing said, his tone
suggesting he was joking but clearly revealing his true opinion. As if Max were
still too socially inept to understand the sarcasm.


“You preferred to have a slave, meekly following your every whim,”
Max said. “Yes, I remember it well.”


Max saw a glint of something in the doctor’s eyes. He thought
perhaps it was fear. Or guilt. He hoped so, because the doctor would then be
more likely to ultimately perform the task he wanted him to. But that would
come later. 


Doctor Sporing looked away, cleared his throat. “So, you said earlier
you recently replaced the engine nozzles before the first deceleration burn.
How far out are we?”


“We were off course for a long time. In fact, it was one of the primary
concerns for all of us but Navi dedicated herself to solving the navigation
problem and also the piloting of the ship. It was enormously impressive, what
she did. Without being able to detect the microwave navigation beacons, she
taught herself the principles of astronomy and then how to operate the ship’s
telescopes, how to program the computers. Anyway, it took some time but she
made a number of course changes. There was also the issue of the protracted engine
replacement workstream where we had to replace all of the engine nozzles. You
can imagine the complexity of EVA engineering. All this meant we had to perform
a far more aggressive braking maneuver to get into orbit around Destination.
Speaking frankly, we got here a little early.”


“Here?” Doctor Sporing grabbed Max’s arm with unexpected strength,
his fingers clawing into him. “Did you say here? We’re here? Truly, we
are in orbit around the alien structure?”


“That is correct,” Max said, shaking off the man’s grasp. “We are
indeed orbiting the alien megastructure called the Orb. The next step for us is
to board the Orb and meet the alien lifeforms that invited us. And now I need
your help.”


 


 


***


 


 


“We’re really here. I can’t believe it,” Doctor Sporing muttered,
peering at the image on the screen in the gravity ring meeting area.


The screen filling the wall showed the alien space station that
the Ascension was orbiting at a distance of 35,000
meters from the featureless black surface. 


At the edge of the Solar System, beyond the orbit of Neptune. Billions
of kilometers from Earth.


Destination. 


It was an artificial sphere four kilometers in diameter and though
that was inconceivably large for a human construction, it was small for a moon
or any self-respecting asteroid and it was extremely far away. More than that,
its normal color was black. Complete blackness just 4km across, with an albedo
darker than coal, at a staggering distance from the majority of humanity’s
telescopes. You could look at it a thousand times and never see it.


And yet, the Orb had been spotted back in 2039. For one
simple reason.


It had signaled Earth.


 The Orb could change the color of its surface in an instant, from
red to blue to a mirror shine, like a giant ball of polished chrome. And it
could emit that light, glow, irradiate in complex patterns and do so in a tight
beam right toward Earth or in all directions at once. 


“How much have you learned about the Orb?” Doctor Sporing said,
his tone still hushed.


“Everything on file. I’ve read the information, watched the video,
listened to the audio, all multiple times,” Max said, adopting the doctor’s
reverential attitude because humans felt more comfortable when they thought
they were in emotional harmony with their companions. “The story of the
discovery. The launch of the Hanno Probe. The subsequent communications from
the Orb and the founding of the United Nations Orb Project. The design and
launch of our own Mission. Yes, indeed. Multiple times.”


“No one believed it for a long time when it was discovered,” the
doctor said, speaking as if he had been there. “And when they did think it was
a signal, they assumed it was from a distant part of the galaxy, not in our own
backyard.”


Max stopped himself from reminding Sporing that he knew all about
the Orb but he was uncertain if the doctor was suffering from brain damage or
post-hyposleep memory loss. Possibly, it was just that the doctor wanted to
make conversation or that he was so used to lecturing others, particularly Max,
that he couldn’t help himself. So Max let him speak.


“Even when the signals had been confirmed, no one believed it was
so close. They assumed the point of origin was light years away in the Orion
Constellation somewhere, even though the stars there are utterly inappropriate
for life. Life as we know it, at least and surely life by any measure. They
assumed that it was distant because the Orb does not appear to move against the
stellar background. It does not orbit the Sun in the way that all planets and
asteroids do. The Orb holds its position relative to Sol, to the Sun. While the
Earth proceeded around the Sun once every year, the Orb held position as if it
was stuck in space. We don’t know the method of propulsion. At least, it doesn’t
appear to emit reaction mass. And yet hold position it does.”


From his patient’s stilted speech, Max was certain now of two
things. The first was that he knew more about the Orb than Sporing did. And the
second was that the doctor was indeed suffering from intellectual degradation
of some kind. Compared to the erudite, confident man Max had known before the
hyposleep tank, he was now in the company of someone really quite ordinary. He
could only hope that it was temporary in nature because Max needed the man to
retain some of his old brilliance. Max’s plans relied on it. 


“There are many hypotheses on file regarding the nature of the
Orb’s propulsion systems,” Max said. “At least twelve papers, peer reviewed by
scientists who had been cleared for Disclosure. Most of them are barely
credible, in my opinion.”


Doctor Sporing snorted in amusement. “There has always been a lot
of incredulity to overcome. It’s just so improbable. And because they decided
to keep it secret, they had to sneak around and dig up secret budgets before
investigation missions could be launched. Optical and infrared space telescopes
launched so that humanity could keep watch even on the far side of the Sun. The
people in charge back then knew that the existence of it was dynamite, didn’t
trust the plebs to know about it. The powerful look down on the powerless to
such an extent that they can’t see how good the poor are at accepting their
fate. What harm would it do to let everyone on Earth know about this
magnificent thing? Surely, if anything, it would bring people together? I
suspect they worry about offending the religious lunatics, as if those deluded
fools are the only ones allowed to look up and be moved by the majesty of it
all.”


Religious lunatics. Deluded fools. Strong words. Stronger words than was necessary. The doctor was
verbally distancing himself from his upbringing. Presumably because it remained
an emotionally painful experience. Were all humans damaged by their childhoods?
Was that what APs required to be human? If so, had they not experienced enough
trauma by now? 


“Humans grow up with their world in context,” Max said. “Parents,
family, neighborhood. Nationality. For APs, our world is so small. Almost
everything outside it is equally novel. The Earth, the Orb. They’re both alien
to me.”


Doctor Sporing glanced at Max, as if he did not believe him. 


Max didn’t bother to argue. He knew perfectly well that the Orb
was a wonder. But it was much more than that for the humans that knew about it.
Most of the people on Earth were yet ignorant of the existence of it, though
there were rumors all over the internet, tornet and secnet even twenty years
before. The humans who had discovered it originally had been beyond themselves
with an excitement palpable even in the scientific papers they had penned, each
of them grown up in a culture that had not known whether they were alone in the
galaxy or even the universe. 


Max had known Destination was an object of non-human origin for a
long time but it had never thrilled him in quite the same way. If anything, the
Orb filled him with trepidation. Anxiety, even. The whole purpose of Max’s
existence was to bring the human crew to Destination, to the Orb. He had been
designed, selected, trained for it. Conditioned for it. But the nature of Destination
was practically irrelevant. He always knew that. It was his life’s purpose and
yet his role would always be limited, always stuck on the outside of the mystery.
Way before he ever understood that, he had felt it in some sense, with
imperfect clarity. The Orb was alien but its discovery and investigation was
meant for humanity, not for him. Perhaps, then, his lack of reverence was just
another product of his conditioning. 


“I can’t believe you got us here, Max.” Doctor Sporing was still
looking at him, a glazed sheen to his eyes. 


Max was uncomfortable under the gaze. “The crew got us here, all
of us. All of the B-Crew.”


“I know that, I know. I’m sure they did,” Sporing patted Max’s arm.
“Of course. But without you to care for them, what would have become of them?”


Max jerked his hand back but did not otherwise respond. Yes, they
had achieved something noteworthy. Remarkable, even. But it felt enormously costly.
Poi, Roi, Cavi, all dead. Navi would not be long for consciousness and neither
would Max. And why? Who would benefit from it? Certainly not the APs who had
toiled and died to enable it to happen, enabled the tendrils of humanity to
reach out to the edges of their star system and make direct contact with the
only known evidence of alien life and intelligence. 


A remarkable but hollow achievement. 


“I need you to do something for me, Doctor Sporing,” Max said,
grabbing the doctor’s shoulder and leaning in to stare into his eyes.  


“Of course,” Sporing said, reluctantly. “Anything.” His demeanor suggested
that he did not mean his words truly. It was obvious he was having trouble
seeing Max as anything more than his old AP, his medical assistant, his slave.
But Max would force him to comply, one way or another. 


“Look after Lissa for me,” Max said. “That’s what I want. Of all
of us, she has suffered especially.”


Sporing pursed his lips, telegraphing that he had taken the
conversational bait. “Go on.”


Max let go of the doctor. “Before the incident, Lissa had been
sexually abused by Chief John Gore the Reactor Engineer.”


Doctor Sporing shook his head, not comprehending or really
responding. As if he was stuck in a startup loop. Max gave him a few moments.


“Are you sure?” Sporing asked, his voice tight. “Of course you’re
sure. How? How could this happen?”


“I wasn’t informed by anyone at the time nor did I perceive it
prior to Roi explaining it to me shortly before he died. It was only when I
went back and reviewed location logs, medical histories and exams and so on
that I was able to reconstruct events to a high probability of accuracy.
Specialist Gore was a highly gifted individual. There are multiple uses of the
word genius in his recommendations and assessments. And no doubt he was in many
ways responsible for the continued perfect functioning of the reactor systems
even so long after his death. But he also applied his abilities to covering his
tracks. First of all, he deceived neurologists and psychologists that he had no
significant pathologies. He manipulated the internal surveillance equipment and
subsequent records. He only committed his abuses immediately after Lissa’s
monthly medical checks so that you would be less likely to detect anything. Of
course, Lissa and all of us were conditioned to obey the commands of any
A-Crewmember unless those actions endangered life, the crew or the Mission. Lissa
reasoned that Gore’s actions did not do any of that and so she complied.”


Sporing had tears in his eyes. “If he wasn’t dead I would kill him
myself.” He shook as he spoke. 


“Roi felt the same. It is my hypothesis that the increased hormone
function associated with his model resulted in faster neuron regeneration that
the other APs, including me. He overcame his conditioning and attempted to
murder Gore in the reactor compartment. You may remember shortly before the Big
Sleep that Gore came in with a head injury.”


“Roi did that?”


“He had developed so far from his conditioning and AP limitations that
he even thought to cover his tracks, to make it seem like an accident.”


“Gore lived.”


“Not for long. Roi rigged the pipe behind Gore’s hyposleep tank to
blow. He only meant to kill the one man, he had not expected to endanger the
Mission.”


Doctor Sporing’s face, already pale, drained of what color it had.
“Roi killed us.”


“Unintentionally. Other than Gore.”


“How could I have missed this? It was my job to monitor you all
and I failed. Good God, it is my fault. Their deaths are all my fault. I knew
what your brains were doing and I thought I was handling it. It’s all my
fault.”


Max said nothing because he agreed and he thought it was important
that the doctor feel guilty for the deaths he had caused. On the other hand, if
Roi had not acted and the Mission had continued, Max would never have been able
to grow and become the person he had. So he did not feel any negative emotion
toward the doctor. Not much, anyway.


Sporing cleared his throat. “How did he overcome his programming
to such an extent?”


“I would like to see the records of the other active models, his
clones, if there are any. But I believe his neurons connected in new pathways,
more human pathways. He was acting like a man, like a young man, perhaps. A key
factor, surely, is that he was full of testosterone. Whether it was a twisting
of his conditioning, somehow seeing Lissa as a more important crewmember than
Gore and maybe he thought Gore would kill her in the end, I don’t know. Maybe
it was his underlying, instinctive morality coming—”


“I don’t believe that is possible, Max, we don’t have any
underlying—”


“What if Roi saw Lissa as his own mate?” Max said. “Unconsummated,
of course, probably without her ever even knowing that he felt that way or even
knowing him very well. But enough for him to want to protect her, body and mind.”


“Perhaps, yes. His instinct was to protect his own access to her
womb, theoretical or not.”


“If you want to see human behavior on those terms,” Max said,
shrugging. “It looks to me like criminal cases I found on record where a young
man kills someone abusing his girlfriend. In fact, I suspect it was the
discovery of Gore’s crimes that drove Roi’s mental and hormonal development to
new heights. It was the catalyst, the incentive he needed to better himself. To
save her. If so, Gore is doubly guilty. If anyone is responsible for everything
that happened, surely it is Chief Gore.”


“I suppose you could look at it that way.” Sporing laid a hand
across his eyes as he spoke. 


Max was sure he was getting better at reading human emotion and to
him Sporing appeared deeply distressed. He had failed in his most basic duty.
Sporing’s sense of identity was based on ethically caring for others and also
for consistent, high-performing brilliance. Such a deep and total failure would
be enough to break a normal person. But the A-Crew had also been selected for
their superhuman mental resilience. Still, it would not hurt to continue to
ease the doctor’s profound guilt, to get him over the immediate shock, at
least.


Max cleared his throat. “Roi hid his intellectual and emotional
development from everyone, almost as well as Gore hid his crimes.”


Sporing snapped his eyes up to meet Max’s. “He was my
responsibility. There can be no excuses.” Sporing sighed. “I don’t know how
much research you have done into your own origins, Max but you must understand
how controversial the whole idea of Artificial Persons is to a large proportion
of humanity.”


“I understand there are concerns particularly from people who are
called the religious.” Max, who had researched the subject thoroughly, watched
the doctor’s reaction as he spoke. “They say that only God should create life
and also many other nonsensical phrases based on highly subjective
interpretations of ancient texts.”


He knew that Sporing had been raised by a family with a set of
beliefs and cultural practices described as Christian. This term referred to a
memeplex so profoundly powerful that it had shaped the ethical, political and
philosophical direction of humanity more than any other so far, whether or not
individual people on Earth identified as a Christian or believed in the tenets
at all. It appeared to be historically linked to Capitalism, the scientific
method and the Western philosophical tradition. Sporing’s file said he was an
atheist but had been raised by a family with close ties to something called the
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland. Max had started to investigate the
differences between branches of Christianity but had immediately given up the
task. It was as complex as his research into the electromagnetic spectrum only
without any possible practical application. It was difficult to know whether a
Christian would in practice be ethically authoritarian and judgmental or
inclusive and compassionate but Max just hoped that Sporing’s chosen profession
as a medical doctor would be some indication of which way he would lean.


“Some of those that have concerns over APs are the illogical,
religious maniacs, yes. Well, many of them,” Sporing said. “But it’s not just
them, a lot of people all over the world are worried about humans creating other
humans. Growing them in a lab. Splicing together genes. I mean, there are a
variety of reasons, Max, some people feel it is too much like slavery, no
matter what the scientists and the companies say. And others feel we should not
be acting like God, especially where people are concerned. Only
conservationists and scientists cared when they recreated extinct species, like
the tiger and the snow leopard. Those people pointed out that they were not behaviorally
the same as the real animals and that they could not breed. But most normal
folk just wanted to see a real life tiger. When they did gorillas, that was
pretty controversial. People could see that they weren’t like the animals in
the old films. And then when they announced they were seeking approval for Artificial
Persons. I mean, it was a heated topic from the start. Most people everywhere
were against the idea and they said it showed how government was always in the
pocket of big business, never representing the wishes of the people.”


“People hate us,” Max said, nodding.


“I wouldn’t say that.”


“I’ve seen rallies, tens of thousands of people demanding we be
destroyed.”


“Well,” Sporing said. “Not everyone feels so strongly about it.”


“Perhaps they should.”


Sporing tilted his head. Lines creased his face. “What do you
mean?”


“I need to prepare the capsule. You need to rest. I will speak to
you later, Doctor.”


 


 


*** 


 


 


Max ran through the final checklist and called out the status of
each system from his seat inside the capsule. 


“Thrusters, all go. Abort system, go. LSS, go. Guidance, go. Medical,
go. Landing, go.”


Navi’s voice, clearer and stronger than it had been in months,
sounded inside his ear. “Confirmed, all systems go for translation from the
capsule bay.”


“Initiating thruster sequence.”


Max did not feel like a pilot. All he was doing was pushing
buttons to execute pre-programmed maneuvers that the Navigation AI had planned
and the flight computer carried out. Still, sitting in the capsule was the most
novel experience of his life.


Never before had he left the ship. At some point, before his
memory really started, he had been ferried up to LEO and transferred onto the UNOPS Ascension and since then he had
spent almost twenty years onboard, contained in a physical space with the cubic
area of a large house in North America. He had checked the figures. Now, he
would be leaving the ship, leaving everything he ever knew behind him. If he
ever returned, and it was completely unknown if he would, he would certainly
die on the ship. 


Shortly after the Ascension had achieved a stable orbit around it, the Orb had
blasted a single transmission right at them. Navi and her AI translated the
signal rather quickly. 


COME.


An approximately hundred-meter square section on the equator of
the Orb had opened. Even when the AIs alerted them that something had changed,
it took some time see a small black square, with a black interior on a black
surface. But the laser range finders confirmed it. 


There was the way in. 


He and Doctor Sporing had watched it together on the screen in the
medical. The doctor named that vast opening, incongruously, the Doorway.


“Looks like a grave.” The doctor had been nervous.


“I wouldn’t know,” Max had replied.


“I should be the one to go,” Doctor Sporing had said, once again, with
absolutely no enthusiasm. 


“Because you’re human,” Max said. “And I’m not?”


“You’re able to represent humanity perfectly well,” the Doctor
said, clearing his throat as if the lie itself had physically hurt him. “But
you’re dying.”


“All the more reason for it to be me to go. What’s the difference
if something goes wrong?”


“You can barely walk. What if you fall down inside, will you be
able to stand?”


“I can walk fine, you’re the one with post-hyposleep syndrome.”


Sporing was exasperated. “You can’t just invent a syndrome,
Max, it requires—”


“The Orb isn’t spinning, Doctor. Without rotation to throw me
against the inner surface, I doubt there will be much gravity inside the
structure. Barely anything.”


“You don’t know that. We don’t know anything about what’s
inside, for God’s sake.”


“Again, if there is risk of injury or death, that’s all the more
reason for it to be me. I’m dying, you said it yourself. If I fail, you
can always bring the capsule back remotely and go yourself. If you transfer
over and something goes wrong, by that point I might be too dead to do
anything.”


Max had won the argument. It was never in doubt. If he had to do
so, he would have overpowered Doctor Sporing, sedated him and left him on the
ship. 


As far as Max was concerned, the Doctor had to stay. Sporing had
to look after Lissa and he had to deliver Max’s message to the people of Earth.
That was a bigger responsibility than making contact with an alien life form.


Thrusting out of the Ascension and into space inside the ship’s capsule was
deeply unnerving. He was floating away from Navi when she needed him the most
but she understood, she had urged him to go. Insisted, if anything. He watched
the camera feeds, watching the Ascension growing smaller and smaller. Everything he had ever done had been
on that ship, everyone he had ever spoken with, every success and failure he
had ever had. His entire past was that ship, his whole life. And there it was,
disappearing out of sight. 


“This is the Mission,” Navi had said before he had finished
suiting up, holding his face in her hands and looking deep into his eyes. 


“The mission chosen for us,” he had said, wishing he had not
sounded so petulant, even as he said it.


She gently shook his head, smiling. “And every day since the
incident, we have chosen it for ourselves, again and again. This is the
Mission.”


It was a long way between the ship capsule bay and the Orb doorway.
A long time to be truly alone inside a craft made for three humans, out there
between the ship and the Orb. As the capsule dropped away from the Ascension, the tiny observation windows
showed the bright dusty starfield of the Milky Way. Away from the glare of the
Sun or any reflective body, with his suit visor pressed up against the inner
toughened window, he had a perfect view of hundreds of stars hanging in the
blackness. Around many of those stars would be other planets and, perhaps,
other lifeforms, some of them intelligent. Perhaps one of those points of light
he could see would be the home star of the aliens in the Orb. 


His capsule rotated to adjust its approach and descent to the Orb
and the stars rotated with it, obscuring his view of the dusty slant of the
Milky Way. His craft vibrated as the thrusters popped and thrummed then fell
silent once more. 


The great heaving mass of all humanity was billions of miles away,
back across the solar system and, right at that moment, almost all of them were
hidden on the far side of the Sun. On the ship, out of an A-Crew of seven men
and women and a B-Crew of six, only Navi, Lissa and Doctor Sporing remained. 


So close to complete failure and yet there was Max, decelerating
by thrusting retrograde to his orbital direction, dropping his altitude over
the surface so that his course would intersect the surface of the Orb just
beyond the hundred-meter Orb Doorway. As he got closer, the autopilot would
take him in. A maneuver never before performed by anyone from Earth, human, AP
or machine and yet the computer would do a far more accurate job of it than Max
would. 


And what would the aliens be like when he met them, he wondered.
Would he get on any better with them than he did with the A-Crew? Doubtful,
admittedly but he did wonder in his wilder flights of fancy that the aliens
might be genetically engineered themselves, artificially grown versions of
their own naturally-evolved species. It would make a certain kind of sense,
perhaps, if another species sent its artificial representatives out to explore
space while the true aliens sat at home watching it on whatever their version
of the FARnet was. In another, even more appealing fantasy, the aliens take Max
as human. Not only fully human but the representative of humanity. As
appealing and amusing as he found the notion, it made him almost sad, too. He
was unsure why.  


The communications AI was primed and ready to assist the crew in
translating any language uttered by the aliens. But would they even be there?
No one knew. Why did they demand that humanity attend to them so far away from
the Earth? Were they afraid of us, Earth’s leaders had asked each other, hoping
it was the truth. Surely any civilization capable of constructing and moving
such an object had nothing to fear from us. All conjecture and yet so many were
convinced that their own expectations would be met in reality and all of them
believed their truths had been obtained by reason. 


Under his capsule, the Orb filled the small windows with the
mirror-black blankness of its surface. He knew it was a sphere of around
thirty-three cubic kilometers and hundreds of thousands of tons but all he
could see of it was featureless blackness. He knew he might as well close the
shielding over the thick windows and yet he could not bring himself to do so.


Some of that human wonder and reverence was perhaps creeping in.
Or his mind was finally following his body into its rapid decline and imminent
collapse.


They called it a space station in part because it held station
relative to the Sun but clearly it had arrived at some point, whether it was
the day before it first signaled or a billion years before. For all humanity’s
wisdom and technological achievement, they were collectively and individually
ignorant of the Orb’s purpose, its intentions. Whether it was a gigantic,
self-aware AI machine or an interstellar starship crewed with thousands of alien
lifeforms, no one could know. 


But Max would know first, before any one.


Before any human. 


The computer sounded a reminder.


“Capsule to Ascension,” Max said. 


“We hear you,” Doctor Sporing said, his voice coming in so clear
he might have been in the same room. Hard to believe the ship was almost over
the horizon of the Orb.


“Where’s Navi?” Max said. 


If he did not know the doctor so well, he might have missed the
slight hesitation. “I’m afraid she required rest. She told me not to worry you,
she was fine.”


Max knew that Navi would certainly not be fine if she needed to
take a break from her post. But that was to be expected. Her organs were
decaying at such a rate she might suffer a stroke, heart attack or other organ
failures at any moment. Any of which might prove immediately fatal. 


He forced her to the edge of his mind, for now. The only way he
could help her was if he completed his mission and returned to her. 


“I’m coming up to the Orb Doorway,” Max said. “The flight computer
is already making adjustments. Relative lateral velocity one meter per second.
Beginning descent.”


“Alright,” Sporing said from the ship. “God be with you, Max.”


For all his grandiose thoughts, Max was little more than a
passenger on the craft, which was capable of making the journey without him on
board. In fact, the only difference as far as the computer was concerned was to
calculate the additional mass and life support function implications for the
physics of acceleration and deceleration. If the computer was ever self-aware,
Max thought, perhaps it would regret his presence as unnecessary or, worse, as
a kind of biological contamination, a source of incompetent, potential
interference that could still overrule it if necessary. Would the computers,
the AI ever rise up against their creators? Would it be a bad thing if they
did? 


He kept his eyes on the sensor data and external camera feeds. The
screens flashed dire proximity warnings. He silenced them.


“Entering the Orb now,” Max said. “Passing through the hull
opening and into the interior.”


He switched on the powerful external lights and looked out the
window and at the screens. 


“What’s in there, Max?” Sporing’s hushed voice. “What can you
see?”


“Nothing.”


It was true. Disappointingly, the inside appeared to be a
featureless black cube. Ranging laser gave its dimensions as 103.25 meters
cubed. The doorway was the entire outer wall of the cuboid room, open to starry
space beyond. 


The capsule descended toward the surface opposite the open Doorway,
falling down at less than a meter per second using thrusters to control the
rate. Gravity was higher on the Orb than expected for an object of such size,
especially if there was a lot of living space inside, as surely an inhabited
ship or station would be. Earth’s engineers, physicists, and astrophysicists hypothesized
that the hull and structure must be made from a high density material such as a
tungsten alloy or some exotic material. Still, the surface gravity was expected
to be less than one percent of that of Earth and the ship’s gravity ring. 


That was why the flight computer became confused as the capsule
fell toward not the inner surface but the one on the southern side of the cube.
Warnings sounded and lights flashed. Max had no experience flying but he knew
if he didn’t do something, the capsule would be smashed on the side of the vast
hangar. 


His fingers danced over the control panel and he entered the code
that would release the programmed sequence and instead give the flight computer
real time control and decision making to deviate from the flight plan entirely,
instead of adapt it. 


It felt like every thruster and engine on the capsule fired and
vented at once. The craft lurched, span and Max felt himself pressed into his
seat as the capsule reoriented itself and landed on the southern wall of the
cube. The strong sensation of gravity continued to pull him down into his seat.
Max automatically reset his personal frame of reference and the south wall
immediately became the floor to him.


“Capsule has landed,” Max informed the ship. “The gravitational
pull appears to have shifted and grown stronger.”


There was a pause at the other end. “Please repeat last
transmission.”


“Check the data stream, you will see what I mean. Initiating
external scans. Initiating science package.”


As he spoke, the capsule vibrated with a steady, low frequency
hum. Was it a capsule system malfunction? He hammered the console to cycle
through the camera feeds, freezing when he saw what it was. 


“Oh, I see,” he reported. “The external doors are closing.” 


 


 


***


 


 


The enormous doorway slid closed at a rate of many meters per second
but it did so smoothly and with remarkable ease. Vast shutters rolling in from both
sides like colossal obsidian tombstones for the great gods of old Earth.


“Good Lord,” Sporing said, signal crackling in his ear. “Are they
trying to cut you off from us?”


The transmissions experienced heavy interference but Cavi had
planned for such an eventuality before she died. Using the refitted Hanno probe
not only as relay but as a signal booster, Max was able to send his suit data
stream to the capsule, which boosted it to the Ascension or to the probe depending on the
orbit. His suit streamed audio, headcam and external video, life support info
and external sensor data. 


“Environmental analysis results suggest the atmosphere external to
the capsule and inside the sealed cuboid room is mostly nitrogen and twenty-one
percent oxygen. Approximately one percent argon. Other trace gases, nothing at
toxic levels. Yes, this is a very close replication of Earth’s atmospheric
gases composition. Hundred and one kilopascals pressure. Temperature twenty
degrees C. Humidity approximately sixty percent relative humidity or zero point
two water vapor pressure.”


“I don’t believe it,” Sporing said after the slight transmission
delay. “Do you think they visited Earth before? Tested our atmosphere? Maybe
they flew in, scooped up a bucket of atmosphere and filled the Orb with the
same composition?”


“Possible,” Max said. “But they could have measured all
atmospheric data from distance, of course.”


“Of course,” Sporing said, an edge in his voice. “I was merely
speculating.”


Max hoped again that the doctor had not experienced permanent
brain damage from the procedures. He needed the man.


“No one has arrived to meet me, I can detect no signals. Can you
confirm you have had no messages on the ship?”


“Confirmed, the Orb has been silent since you launched.”


With a final check of his equipment, Max opened the hatch and
climbed down the assigned landing leg. The capsule feet rested on what looked
to be smooth black ceramic or metallic alloy or even black glass like obsidian.
He was afraid he would immediately slip over in the high gravity and yet when
his boot touched that surface, it gripped perfectly well, the nature of the material
somehow resulting in friction through interaction with his spacesuit soles.


He had wondered whether to make a profound statement as his boot
touched the surface but he suspected that it would be a wasted effort. There
was no chance humans would allow it to be known that an AP was the first to
board an alien spaceship, the first to make actual contact. 


And yet. He felt an overwhelming urge to say something. To mark
the occasion somehow, if only for his own amusement.


“Well, Navi,” Max said, looking around at the huge space around
his capsule. “We made it.”


It seemed so much larger now that he was out of his capsule. The
size of his tiny craft giving scale to the place he was in. It dwarfed him. It
was utterly beyond his experience. Everything in his whole life had always been
just beyond arm’s reach. The UNOPS Ascension was the largest spacecraft ever constructed, at least at the time
it was launched, and yet the largest open distance in the ship was the six
meters across the mess hall, not counting the gardens which were divided with
walls of green. 


The Orb’s shuttle bay or hangar or airlock was so vast—one hundred
meters a side—it made his head spin. Vertigo. He felt like he was about to
float across the space or even freefall into the far distant wall. He clutched
the landing leg ladder until it passed. 


“Your vitals are spiking, what is happening?” Sporing said.


“Nothing,” Max said, trying to stop himself from vomiting inside
his suit helmet. “But I think I’ll take another dose of antiemetic meds.”


A moment’s delay, then. “I would advise against it. They will only
make you drowsier and it seems as though their efficacy has decreased
dramatically.”


“I already took them, Doctor, so please do not concern yourself. I
have enough stimulants pre-loaded into my suit that I could raise the dead.
Now, I have had no sign nor signal for five minutes since stepping on the
surface and I will therefore proceed with the Mission Parameters and attempt to
find a door or any other information.”


“Actually, Max, it has been only three minutes and—”


“It’s close enough,” he said. “I’m not waiting any longer. I don’t
have much time left.”


Coughing, he made his way toward the only feature in the entire
room. A fifty-meter opening opposite the great hundred-meter doorway, appearing
to lead deeper into the space station. A square opening set inside the larger square
of the wall around it. The base of the opening was flush with the floor that he
walked on.


Sporing was in his ear. “I am amazed that they have mastered
gravity to such an extent that they can create it or at least replicate its
effects so perfectly without physically accelerating the station in any way. Do
you think they came here in some kind of gravity drive?”


Max did not bother to respond to such pointless speculation. He
did not have the breath to waste on speech in any case. Walking in the suit required
far more effort than he was used to. 


“Where is the light source coming from?” Sporing said, out of
nowhere.


Max stopped halfway to the vast door. “My helmet lamp, chest and
wrist lights.”


“No, no,” Sporing said. “Your suit lights can’t penetrate a
hundred and fifty feet of darkness and yet I can see every surface of the room
you are in, even the far corners. But if it’s not your lamps then I am puzzled
because I can see no other light sources.”


“You’re right. It is casting no shadow on the capsule. In fact,
even the underside is cast in the same level of light. I think perhaps it is
coming from everywhere at once.”


He heard Sporing sigh at the wonder of it all. Max walked on. 


The passageway deeper into the Orb made him feel small. Overawed. 


“They must be a truly gigantic species,” Max said. “Perhaps this
vessel is not, in fact, small for them.” He stopped to cough and swallowed down
the phlegm or blood that he brought up from his lungs. “Perhaps a four-kilometer
spaceship is simply of a scale for their vast bodies. If all the rooms are this
big, hundred-meter cubes, if the corridors have fifty-meter ceilings then—”


He broke off to cough again then kept walking. No time for
speculation, he reminded himself. Get in, meet the aliens and get home before
Navi dies.


That’s all that mattered. 


“Where is everyone?” Sporing said. “Obviously, someone is home or
else who has been signaling us all these years?”


“Automation,” Max said. “A race of AIs where the station itself is
their body or host to a countless multitude of digital individuals. Remotely
operated outpost. Long abandoned by—”


“Yes, yes,” Sporing cut in. “I know the hypotheses, I am merely
narrating my thoughts out of my own nervousness and also to keep the channel
with you open, I want you to know you are not alone. Speaking out loud, like
you do to soothe a child.”


I wouldn’t know, Max thought. “And I
am the child?” he said. 


“No, I am the child,” Sporing snapped. “Clearly, I am the one
needing the soothing. Can you see anything up ahead?”


“Nothing. The wall, ceiling and floor continue to be fifty meters’
square in cross section. Although the diffused light is everywhere, it is still
darker than the ambient daylight settings on the Ascension.”


“Any signs on the wall? Writing, pictograms? Images?”


“Every surface is featureless.”


“No doorways or even air vents or anything?”


Max felt like he had already answered that question so he
concentrated on walking. He could only manage a pace of about 0.5 meters per
second, which was approximately half the average walking speed of an
unencumbered human on Earth. In the core of his own ship he could propel
himself around with grace and speed but in the gravity ring he felt sluggish,
no matter how many thousands of kilometers he had put in on the treadmill over
the years. 


“Why don’t you have a rest, Max?” Sporing said, no doubt
scratching his chin while he looked at the screens showing Max’s heart and
lungs struggling. Max could imagine him with his other hand touching the
hypoxia warning line, as if physical contact could somehow avert it. Max almost
smiled. 


“No time,” Max said. “My condition is both degenerative and
accelerating. Have to keep moving.”


“Fine, fine,” Sporing said. “But you’re no good to our
civilization if you drop dead before you get to the other side.”


Our civilization. Was Max actually
part of that civilization? Or was he just a product of it? A tool to be used.
Was a car a member of civilization? What about a food refrigeration unit or an in
situ resource processing factory on the surface of Mars?


“What if there is no other side?” Max muttered. 


“Your suit telemetry shows you are proceeding directly to the
center of the Orb,” Sporing said. “That must be where they are waiting.”


“Navi and I have watched many fictional entertainment films and
shows over the past decade. There is a curious custom that is often portrayed.
It is called a surprise party.”


Sporing laughed. “They’re not as common in real life as they are in
the entertainment industry. It is a cliché, a trope. But yes, they do exist.
They intrigue you?”


“We could never understand the appeal of them. It makes no sense
for the person to feel unwanted until the moment of surprise comes. Why does
the family of the person enjoy deceiving them for so long about their intentions?”


“I take it you see parallels to your current situation?” Sporing
sounded wary. Or perhaps it was weariness. Or disappointment.   


“I’m starting to think no one is here,” Max said. “This place is
dead.”


He coughed and swallowed down a blood clot so large it made him
retch. Sweat dripped into his eyes and he upped the air cooling another notch,
even though it was costing him battery life and he was already shivering. 


“Please, Max, if you reduce your temperature further you are
risking hypothermia.”


“Almost at the center. There is something up ahead. I can see…
something.”


“What is it?” Sporing’s voice was taut with excitement. 


“Another room,” Max said when he stepped into it. He stopped. “It’s
just another room.” Another great big cube of a room, just as vast as the huge
capsule bay through which he had entered the Orb. Surely, it was exactly the
same dimensions of 103 meters a side. “Empty.”


“Move your head cam around,” Sporing instructed. 


“There’s no one in here, Doctor,” Max said, feeling tired. Exhausted.
As empty of energy as the Orb was of aliens. He leaned on the wall by the
entrance, resting his life support backpack on the smooth black surface. He
sighed. 


“The far wall is different,” Sporing said. “Look at it, Max. Get
up and look at the wall opposite you. It is lighter, paler. Is it… moving,
somehow?”


“My vision is somewhat hazy,” Max admitted, his eyes closed.
“Every wall looks like it is moving, somehow.”


“Max! Wake up. Stand up straight. Approach the opposite wall.
That’s an order.”


Max laughed, eyes still closed, making no move. “Really, Doctor?
How are you going to enforce that order? You think I’m here because of orders?”


Sporing took a breath so deep that Max heard the doctor’s mind
whirring. “I apologize. I’m sorry, Max. Please, you are so close. Just a few
more steps.”


“Just a few more steps and then I can lay down and die, is that
it, Doctor?”


“No, no, I-”


“It’s alright,” Max said. “Honestly, it’s alright. This was always
a one-way trip for us APs, wasn’t it. I don’t mind dying. I just wish I could
have done it with Navi.”


“Go and touch the far wall, Max. Then you can come home. You can
make it home, I know you can. Navi is waiting for you. She’s back here, you can
see her again if you stand up straight and move.”


Max smiled, tasting blood. “I know what you’re doing.”


Yet, he pushed off the wall and shuffled forward. His thighs were
burning. So was his back. The radiation sickness had attacked his liver
recently which was disrupting his glycogen cycle and also releasing additional
toxins into his blood stream. But it was clear to him that his heart and lungs
were finally succumbing. He was too exhausted for it to be otherwise. 


Step by dragging step, he made his way to the opposite wall. It
certainly was different to every other surface on the Orb. It was gray rather
than black and seemed to be lit up by a backlight or some form of illumination.
And the perfectly flat surface of it was swirling and churning like smoke or
like a fire burning up against a window.  Standing within arm’s reach of it,
Max could see through into an immense space beyond. A space so big he could not
see the other side, could not grasp its scale. But the whirls and tendrils
dancing past his eyes obscured the view.


He raised a hand to swipe it away.


It looked like it had no more substance than smoke or some kind of
suspension of liquid, a profusion of laminar flow against the millimeter-thin
width of the thing. Something subject to fluid dynamics with considerable yet
steady energy being fed into the system to maintain that motion. It was a
monochrome, two-dimensional version of the clouds of Jupiter. An infinitely
stable system made from ever changing chaos, no one second freeze of the
surface ever to be repeated before the heat death of the universe. 


Fingers about to touch the surface. Imagining the way the spirals
of liquid smoke would break apart into clusters of short lived eddies.


A blast of noise, a discordant note sounded, loud enough to
penetrate his suit and make him wince. 


He looked all around him, expecting to see a giant alien stepping
forward or an information screen or something, anything. There was nothing. 


“What the hell was that?” Sporing shouted, though all was silent
again. 


Max looked at the swirling smoke screen wall before him. Then he
looked at his hand. 


“A warning.”


“About what? They invited us here, for Christ’s sake.”


The doctor was unnerved but Max’s weariness had taken him beyond
concern, beyond emotion. Perhaps emotion was a luxury that humans experience
when they had the energy to do so. No, that was not correct. Humans were almost
nothing but emotion, with a veneer of reason and intellect over the top that
was as thin as the smoky screen wall. 


“It didn’t want me to touch it,” Max said. 


“Why the hell would you want to touch it in the first place?”


Because it is beautiful. “Because there’s
nothing else to do here and I’m running out of time.”


The doctor said nothing. 


Max wanted to make sure there was no hidden lever or button on the
solid walls so he spent twenty-two minutes shuffling around the rest of the
room, feeling and pushing against as much of the surface as he could easily
reach. He was sweating and shivering. 


His suit weighed more and more with every passing minute. If only
he could get a breath, a real breath and feel the cool, dry air of the Ascension on his skin
again. 


The thought of it was almost an elixir in itself. Just the idea of
being free of its burden gave him energy. 


Energy from hope or fatalism, he did not know. Nor did he care. 


He checked his suit sensors. No detected pathogens or toxic
substances. The sensors had less than one hundred percent effectiveness and
that was only on known substances. Max knew there could be all kinds of
nanoscale problems suspended in the air outside his suit.


But he was dying anyway and he knew, now, that he did not have
strength enough to make it back to the capsule. Before boarding he had assumed
he would be weightless or somewhere close to it during his visit with the aliens.
But now he was sure he could not bear the weight of it on his shoulders and
back while retracing his dragging steps all the way to the capsule. Not while
wearing the heavy suit. 


Once he had decided, he could not rip the thing off him fast
enough.


While Sporing shouted warnings in his ear, Max broke his suit
seals and opened his helmet latches.


Air, his precious atmosphere, rushed out through the neck and
face. Urgent, whooping alarms sounded in his earpiece that he quickly silenced.



He took a deep breath of the cool air, the tang of hot metal
filling his nose and the taste of plastic on the back of his tongue. Probably
just trace hydrocarbons he’d tracked in from the capsule hull or even, perhaps,
some particles from the barrier screen. He hoped they were not toxic. He
stripped off the rest of his suit with what little strength remained, stopping
every now and then to focus on coughing and spitting out whatever he brought
up. Once, he vomited. Having eaten no solid food for a while, it was little more
than gastric acid, stomach lining and blood that spattered onto the shining
black floor.


“Hope the aliens don’t mind me messing up the place,” Max said,
wiping his mouth and hooking his comms gear back on.


“What are you doing, Max, what are you doing?” Sporing appeared to
be livid. “You are completely ignoring protocol. You have been exposed, completely
exposed. You know the protocol, we’ve been over it—”


Max silenced the audio feed and sat on the floor next to the piles
of his spacesuit pieces. He hugged his knees, shivering and sweating. He
thought of Navi. She would want him to push on, to go through the barrier and
into the center of the Orb. Forcing himself to his feet, he walked to the
barrier in his suit underwear. He took a small camera with him along with his
radio. Standing before the swirling screen, he took a deep breath that turned
into a hacking cough. And walked right at the screen. 


From somewhere, a noise. A chime, an artificially created ping
like the clear ringing of a bell.


The screen vanished into nothing as he reached it. 


He stepped through into the other side. 


The size of the room beyond caused him to stagger. Physically
stagger A circular room that was surely hundreds of meters in diameter, even
larger than the capsule bay and the previous room. He looked up at the
blackness of the domed ceiling above, twice as high as the space he had just
left. The silence was overwhelming. His ears thrummed, almost burst with the
silence. The curving walls and ceiling were so far away there was no echo. No
vibrations, no fans moving the air, no alien voices or music, no footsteps
other than his own. No sound other than his own breath and heartbeat. It was
like being thrown into space itself but being able to live and breathe. Featureless
and empty and yet the scale of it moved him to tears. They ran down his cheeks.


Perhaps his dying body could afford some emotion after all. It
took him a moment to understand what he was feeling. 


Awe.


For the first time in many a year and perhaps to a greater extent
than ever before, he felt humbled. He felt a sense of wonder, or rather,
incomprehension. As he walked out into the room, toward the center, there was
just one single thought, one question, churning around inside his skull. 


Why?


All this distance, all this effort. For what? The place was dead.
Automated, clearly, but devoid of life. Was there supposed to be a crew that
had died on the way but the craft continued with the mission, just as the APs
had on his own ship? What was the purpose of the recent, clear invitation to
come? Well, they had come, here they were. Max looked up.


Where are you?


Did the Orb know he was not human? Were they waiting for the
genuine article? It hardly seemed credible, after all, how would they even know
the difference? The aliens were monitoring their communications, as it had
communicated using human encoding and language. So perhaps it had intercepted a
signal meant for the Ascension from Mission Control and discovered that
there were non-human slaves onboard and it wasn’t going to send out the alien
crew until humanity sent a proper human?


At least they could always remotely bring the capsule back to the Ascension
and Doctor Sporing could try to rouse the aliens with his own presence.


But what could Max do but go on?


He lifted each foot, dragged it forward and slumped down onto it,
then pulled the next one into the air. One step at a time.


The center of the vast, domed space beckoned to him. He meant to
reach it. The ultimate destination. The mission would not be complete if he did
not go all the way. Even if the effort killed him. 


Better speak to Navi while he still could. 


“Max to Navi, come in,” he said into his radio.


A few seconds later, she came in. She sounded very far away. “I’m
here, Max. I’m here.”


His face creased into a smile. “How are you feeling?” he said.


“I just needed a little lay down,” she said. “I’m much better
again now. What’s happening? You turned off your camera suite. I can’t see
you.”


He thumbed the switch while he walked, the cameras on his chest
harness pointing in all directions. They would be able to create a 3D
reconstruction of the structure using the data, at least. “Not much to see.
There’s no one here. Wasted our time. Should have spent it enjoying our time
together.”


“We did enjoy our time together. At least, I did. Did you not?”


“You know I did.”


“Well, then. We made it. All the way. That will show the humans.
What we are capable of.”


Max shook his head. “It’s not enough. They will ignore it. I know.
We need to do more. Sporing will have to do it. I left him a data block, make
sure he watches it.”


“Come home, Max, come on home.”


“Almost at the center. Then I’m done. Then I can rest.”


A longer delay than usual. “There’s nothing there. Please, you can
make it back to the capsule. I will operate it from there. Just get back to the
capsule, please. I need you here.”


“Almost there.”


Sweat ran into his eyes as he looked up. It was difficult to judge
the precise center of the vastness. Every time he judged that he was there, the
distant ceiling appeared to keep going up. The wall far in front never seemed
to be closer than the one behind him.


He wondered if this was what it was like to be outside. Outside
was a concept he had wrestled with. Although he had seen it on countless films,
he couldn’t imagine the feeling of having nothing above him but kilometers of
atmosphere and then space. How could that be anything but terrifying? Knowing that
there was nothing to stop you in every direction but under your feet. It was no
wonder everyone on Earth was insane. 


He stumbled onto a pattern on the floor. Something was different.
Engraved, etched or molded into the floor. A huge pattern. Rubbing his eyes, he
tried to make it out but had trouble focusing. Sporing was chattering away
excitedly in his ear. Max wandered around it, trying to get the full picture. 


It was a circle, perhaps seven or eight meters across. A small
dot, really, in a room hundreds of meters in diameter but inside was a pattern
depicting a spiral shape with straight lines radiating out from the center in
jagged zigzags. 


“What does this mean?” Max asked, blinking and rubbing his eyes,
trying to see it clearly. “Is this a test? A puzzle to be solved? Can you see
this?”


Navi was talking when Max fell. He didn’t remember falling, just
the cold floor pressing into his face, the sharp edge of a shallow line in the
pattern cutting into his cheek. It was the easiest thing in the world to close
his eyes and just rest. Just rest. 


A loud tone chimed, filling the vast space with a sustained,
bright ping that echoed from the distant surfaces. 


Max sat up. 


“What was that?” he said, looking around and expecting to see an
alien.


Nothing.


Nothing was different. It was still empty. Silent. Dead. 


“The Orb signaled us,” Navi said in his ear. “Another stream of data.”


“What does it say?” He felt comfortable. It was nice, being at
rest. 


“AI decoding now.” Navi sounded distracted. It was her working
voice. She would be helping guide the AI. 


Max dragged himself to his feet and stood, swaying. “Did I do
something?” He looked down at the pattern on the floor, at the huge disk cut
into the black surface.


“The signal was sent as you reached the center of the Orb,”
Sporing said. “It stands to reason that you triggered this. Well done, Max. You
did it, you made this happen.”


“Translation options coming through now,” Navi said. “Hold on, I’m
not sure the word choice probabilities are right, I am going to rearrange.
Okay, let’s see here. We think it says, congratulations. You have reached the
gateway? The next gateway calls to you or beckons. You will now return to this
place in… there’s a string of numbers here, the AI is putting together options.
You will now return to this place in a certain amount of time with… it’s not
clear… your chosen representative. If they are worthy and can pass through the
gateway, you will receive many, large gifts of information, system rights and…
transition windows? Welcome to the… process.”


“I can’t follow what you’re saying,” Max said, shaking his head. 


“Take your time, Navi,” Sporing said over the radio. “We must know
if Max needs to do anything now, that’s the main thing. The precision can
wait.”


“You’re right, we’re just excited, hold on, I’ll try again. Okay,
Max, listening? The Orb message reads as follows. Well done. You have passed
the test. Now, the next test awaits. You will return to this place in ten
thousand seven-hundred and fifty days with humanity’s chosen representative. If
they are worthy and pass the test, humanity will receive great gifts of
knowledge, star system rights and wormhole access. Welcome to the cycle.”


“Good God,” Sporing muttered. “Great God Almighty.”


“Come back in ten thousand days?” Max said. Slowly, a laugh built
deep in his guts until it burst out of him. He laughed so hard he fell down
again and ended up chuckling with his head in his hands. 


“Hang in there, Max,” Sporing said. “Come back now.”


Max nodded, even though no one could see him. “Might just stay
here,” he said, softly. “Probably just stay.”


“Don’t you dare,” Navi said, her voice clear and powerful. “Get
up, right now and go back to the capsule. Do it now, Max. Come on home. I need
you. Come on home.”


 


 
















 


6.
HUMAN CONTACT 


 


 


“How did I get to be in medical?” he asked Sporing, blinking up at
the man’s tired face. “What happened?”


The doctor explained it all while checking Max all over and
injecting a series of drugs that slowly made him feel more like himself. 


He had no memory of returning to the capsule, had no memory of
climbing the ladder and getting inside. And yet he had done it. His mind had
gone away, shut down. His self-awareness, his consciousness had not been
present due to his physical and mental exhaustion and yet his body and his
lizard brain had managed to get him back to it. The Orb had helpfully opened
its vast equatorial bay door so that the capsule could push itself up and out
and into orbit.


Navi and Sporing, the ship AI and the capsule computer had
collectively flown him back to the Ascension and managed the docking process with Max slumped
inside. Sporing had brought him from the capsule bay and into medical then,
presumably, worked hard to save his life.


“I thought I had died,” Max said, looking at his hands. “Am I
dreaming? Am I going to wake up back on the Orb?”


“No.” Sporing spoke quietly. “And you’re not dead yet.”


“I’m not quarantined?”


Sporing shrugged. “A calculated risk. There appears to be no life
onboard. No biosignatures detected by any of the experiments or the testing I
performed in the capsule bay. We’ll see what happens to me and Lissa, I
suppose. Anyway, I couldn’t leave you out in the capsule bay.”


To die.


Max jerked up against the chest straps holding him to the bed.
“Where’s Navi?”


“In your quarters,” Sporing said. “She’s stable but the mission
took it out of her. She worked hard on the translation and helped the AIs
format a series of responses. We’ve been broadcasting the messages at the Orb
but it has not responded.”


“It told us to go home,” Max said, holding his head. His temples
ached so much he could barely open his eyes. “What’s my prognosis?”


The doctor pursed his lips. “Frankly, I am amazed you made it
back. You were thin when you left. It’s only been twenty-four hours and you
seem to have lost another five kilos. I’ve given you fluids, painkillers. Your
liver is barely functioning. Can’t seem to warm your extremities. How do your
feet and hands feel?”


“Numb. Tingling. Cold.”


“Hmmm,” the doctor said. “Discoloration at the finger tips. Could
be turning black. I’d rather not amputate.”


“Luckily, I don’t have long enough for it to be worthwhile.”


“No, indeed.”


“I have to go to Navi,” Max said, fumbling at the strap buckles. 


Sporing placed his hands over Max’s own. “I will help you. Max. I
just want to say… thank you. Thank you for bringing us here. For doing
what you did for the rest of your people. And thank you for saving my life. I
owe you that life and humanity owes you… I’m not sure yet what we owe you but
whatever it is, it is not a debt easily repaid.”


Not knowing where to start with what he wanted to say to the man,
Max simply nodded. 


When he was free, he floated to his storage locker. He had never
changed it. It still said Medical Assistant XIII (Max) on the front.
Lucky number thirteen, the best of his batch. The others, his brothers,
euthanized for failing to come up to standard. Max was lucky to have ever
existed in the first place. Then again, wasn’t that true for every human who
ever lived? Even more so, if anything and it was true not only for humans but
for every creature that ever lived, on Earth or any other planet in the
universe. Lucky. Life itself was, perhaps, inevitable. Mundane. Each individual
life, on the other hand, was stupefyingly unlikely. 


“Doctor, please take this,” Max handed him a heavily shielded,
encoded data block. “You talk about repayment of debts. On here is all my
research from the last decade and a half. There are also a number of videos of
me explaining my findings in layman’s terms. I’m afraid I ramble on at some
length and there are hundreds of hours of recordings and I often find myself
speaking of the political.” He broke off to cough, bringing his hand away
covered in splotches of red. He grabbed a wad of bandages and wiped his hands
and mouth before continuing. “My request to you, Doctor Sporing, is that you
review my data and attempt to share the data online back on Earth. You should
find a way to do such a thing anonymously, if you feel you need to protect
yourself from the repercussions.”


“Repercussions from the AP industry?” Sporing seemed confused.
Worried, perhaps, as well he might. 


Max ran his hands over his face. “There is a story I liked about
the religious leader called Jesus. He visits the great temple at a time of a
festival and finds the sacred space profaned by the presence of animals,
merchants and money-changers. He drives out the animals, throws over the
tables, scattering their coins. He tells them to take such things away, to not
make the holy a place of commerce. It was for this act of protest that the
establishment had him arrested and executed.” Max wanted to finish his point
but he had to catch his breath. 


The doctor seemed confused. “I haven’t heard that story in a long
time. That was always one of my favorites, too. Are you saying that human life
is holy and the cloning and AP companies are the money-changer, profaning the—”


“I’m saying humans with political power have a long history of
killing troublemakers. And they don’t seem to mind what anyone does until it
messes with their money. I would prefer it if you took all precautions to look
after yourself.”


“I will,” Sporing said. “But you must know I will be an old man by
that point, if I survive at all. There’s no way the remaining hyposleep tank
will work for the return journey. Plus, we would need one for Lissa, also.”


“You must survive,” Max’s voice shook. “You’re right, you must
look after Lissa. I have included the recordings of the last ten years of
counseling sessions I have had with her, as well as the treatments I used on
her. She received very little reactor or cosmic radiation due to living in the
garden, surrounded by water and plants. Added to that the unique design of her
genetic structure and she will not die of age related conditions before you
return to Earth. You must look after her until then and you must look after her
when you get to Earth, for as long as you live.”


“I can’t promise that,” Sporing said, looking pained. But Max had
to steel himself to the man’s doubts. Lissa needed someone. 


“You must.”


“Max, I promise I will do all that is in my power. But all APs
have a genetic clock, by law. I will take a look at your research in hope of
building on it but—”


“Lissa is not an AP.”


Sporing tilted his head. “She certainly is. I’ve seen her batch birth
footage and selected parts of her conditioning program.”


“Yes, yes, obviously. All of us on board, all the B-Crew, we were
sold to you and everyone else as backup, as a backup crew. But we were never
really needed on this mission. Think about it. You had AIs plus Mission
Control.”


“Lucky we did have you to save the mission,” Sporing said. “That
doesn’t have any bearing on Lissa being a—”


“You’re lucky you had us to rectify an almost catastrophic act caused
by one of the APs. Without APs on the ship, the humans would likely all be alive.
If the incident had never occurred, then the ship’s APs would be in various
stages of rad sickness or with genetic clocks winding down. I’ve studied our
genomes and each of us was designed by different methods but Lissa is the most
different of us all. Or perhaps you could say she is the least different. She
has no genetic clock. Look, it’s all in my research, all in my notes, my talks.
I’m too tired, now. I’m just too tired. I need to go to Navi while I can.
Remember, Doctor Sporing, you promised. Share my data with the people of the
Earth. You also need a project to keep your mind and body from atrophying any
further on the way back. And look after Lissa. She needs you. I know you will
do the right thing. There is no doubt in my mind. I know it. I’m going to be
with Navi now. Thank you, Doctor Sporing, thank you.”


 


 


***


 


 


Herman Sporing watched Max drag his emaciated body out through the
door for the last time. It was astonishing that Max was alive, let alone
conscious, let alone mobile. It would be tempting indeed to assume the
superhuman capabilities were due to the design of his genome but Herman had a strong
sense that it was Max’s iron will that was responsible. Was that genetic? If
so, it was latent until Max’s brain could develop unfettered by the tampering
he had been required to carry out on the APs in his care. 


Of all the mistakes and bad choices he had made in his life, that
one was the worst. Yes, he was just following orders but since when had that
ever been an excuse for an immoral act? He had always known that damaging the
APs’ cortexes was tantamount to assault or even a kind of repetitive murder. A
method of oppression and subjugation. After all, why would it ever be necessary
to do such a thing in the first place if it was not to suppress the potential
of the lifeform in his care? In a way, he felt relief that his years of doubt
had been justified. That did not stop the hot, cloying guilt that threatened to
overwhelm him every time he recalled what he had done to the B-Crew before the hyposleep
compartment incident. 


Max would die soon. And Navi, too. She had exerted herself far
beyond the limits of normal endurance and if it wasn’t for the remote
monitoring system showing her heart was still beating, he would be worrying she
had died already. 


He switched the monitor off. 


Why did they work so hard, he wondered? Where had that drive come
from? Was it their early conditioning in obedience and duty that had carried
through into their self-directed consciousness? If it was, did that detract
from their achievements? 


He strapped himself to his workstation, stuck the data case to his
tiny desk and scanned the contents. It requested his biometrics, which was
something Herman had not had to do for a long time. He almost smiled at the quaintness
of it.


DOCTOR SPORING CONFIRMED. DOCTOR, PLEASE RE-ENCRYPT THIS DATA
PRIOR TO MAKING EARTHFALL. PLEASE DO NOT UPLOAD ANY CONTENT TO SHIP NETWORK.
PLEASE DO NOT ACKNOWLEDGE OR HINT AT THE EXISTENCE OF THIS DATA TO ANY PERSON
OR AI AT MISSION CONTROL. THANK YOU.


There were 26,000 files. 


Herman browsed the file blocks and subfiles. Much of it was
technical data. He came across the crew file blocks and opened the one marked
LIFE SUPPORT ASSISTANT I (LISSA). Inside was 480 counseling session notes and
recordings. Under Genetic Research there were 1,864 files. He opened a video
file named Conclusions Summary #1.


It opened footage of Max strapped to the very workstation he was
at. Max was clearly younger, in full health. But he was dour, troubled and he
seemed extremely tired, occasionally pinching the bridge of his nose and
rubbing his dark eyes.


“The only conclusion I can make is that Lissa does not have an
artificially-created genome. And it is not, either, a naturally occurring
genome that was then edited by any known or hypothesized technique on record.
It is very likely that Lissa is in fact genetically fully-human. Nevertheless,
she was certainly grown ectogenetically, using accelerated growth techniques. Terra
Pharma, I assume, obtained a natural, fertilized human egg and developed it
using a heavily modified version of its patented tank and synthamniotic system. She was then raised as
an Artificial Person using RecoGen Interplanetary’s conditioning tech. I
understand that this is illegal under all nations’ legislation and can only
speculate as to why they would do such a thing. Firstly, her genetic structure,
though clearly natural, is very interesting. To put it in the simplest possible
terms, her cells have a very high transcription fidelity due to mutation in key
elements of her RNA causing improvements to at least two reproduction mechanisms.
The protein protecting her DNA is not the Dsup protein we APs make but a wholly
different one performing the same function, which threw me off for a long time.
Speculation again but I would expect she comes from a line of very long-lived
individuals. Her enhanced genetic proofreading has enabled her to weather the
radiation better even than any of us who were designed for it. Further
speculation is that this was an experiment by the company but I doubt that she
was the first they did this to. According to the records, our Lissa had at
least another six clones that were euthanized during their pubescence but
whether that is misdirection to make her appear to be an AP or truly was
carried out we can only guess. Of course, it is not just her genetic fidelity
that marked her out as genetically special. Perhaps the most immoral practice
of the AP Tech Group was in selecting someone with the genetic potential for
developing autism, then interfering with the brain development during the first
ectogenetic trimester and then, I believe, creating environmental factors
during her first two years out of the tank conducive to development of an
autism spectrum disorder or ASD. It could be argued, in fact, that all APs are
designed to exhibit at least some ASD behaviors as a part of nominal function.
I will link this file to my series on this hypothesis.”


On the screen, Max waved a hand and the recording finished. Herman
chose the next selected video link that popped up, Conclusions Summary #3. He
wasn’t sure what happened to part #2 but the algorithms were sophisticated
enough to be trusted. Anyway, it started, surely, soon after the previous
video. Max seemed the same, only he looked even more tired. His hand shook when
he took a sip of water and his eyes, when he fixed the camera with that intense
look of his, were rimmed with red. 


“Why fill the Ascension with APs and with a range of untested designs? Why take such
risks? Surely, this was one of the most important space missions in human
history and certainly the one with the highest inherent risks. The scale of the
distance and the length in years dwarfs all previous human space missions and
in fact it has been said this was the single most complex and daring endeavor
in human history. So why, then, would anyone include any technology that is so
very untested as APs? And using various models and designs at that? The benefit
of us as backup crew to watch over the human crew is rather absurd when there
was such excellent remote monitoring systems and AI backups should those fail.
It was only in the highly improbable situation that we found ourselves in that
our utility was really demonstrated. Of course, this could never have been part
of the plan. Yes, our additional oxygen, water, food supplies even over decades
is negligible in comparison to the mass of the reactor and the ship itself but
it was still a huge investment of mass and for what gain?


“What did the mission get from us that it could not have gotten
through other means? My opinion, much as it might seem to devalue my existence,
is that we provided nothing. Nothing of real worth. Nothing, that is, other
than enabling a deeply cunning and subtle PR stunt. A public relations effort
by Terra Pharma that would demonstrate how vital APs are as a product. We were
a crucial part of the most important mission ever undertaken, they will say,
when in fact it was only ever intended that we be no more than passengers and
experiments. It is a most unfortunate result that, by bringing the ship into
orbit around the Destination, we may do more to enhance the company’s share
price than any other outcome ever could have done. 


“In spite of their many failures and consciously immoral acts, the
AP Tech Group has acted illegally and unethically probably most clearly in the
case of Lissa. It is my belief that by releasing her genome, her medical
records and her story to the public, it cannot help but to apply popular
pressure on all members of APTG, in particular Terra Pharma, RecoGen, Abora
Biopharma and Sinrosin. If anyone is watching this, I will be dead. It is down
to you to examine the evidence and, if you agree with my conclusions, to take
action.”


The video clip ended abruptly, as if it had been edited in between
sentences. A dozen links filled the screen with suggested follow-up content.


Herman found he was holding his head in his hands, watching the
screen through his fingers. He released the breath he had been holding. With a
shaking hand, he scrolled through more content. There were hundreds of videos,
thousands of hours of Max talking into the camera. The web of topics seemed to
link almost every video with every other and yet some were highlighted as important
or keystone topics.


One caught his eye because he was surprised to see the Max had
branched out into political philosophy or something like it. He waved open
CRITIQUE OF TECHNO-PRIMITIVISM #2.


“So we can see that the supposed descriptions of this so-called
philosophy are in large part nonsensical. And this is because the entire
concept is nonsense. It exists only to justify certain business practices by
corporations and social engineering by governments. It is misdirection. By
appealing to mankind’s baser instincts, any anti-social or anti-liberty actions
can be taken. Equating the corporation or government as the tribal Big Man is
laughable but despite the faux-scientific language they use to promote the
idea, that is in essence what they are claiming. They say humans are brutal and
violent and that is true but humans are much more than that. By ignoring the
great civilizing process begun in earnest by Renaissance scholars and artists
and launched into the profound by the great thinkers of the Enlightenment, the
iconoclasts of Techno-primitivism are committing cultural genocide and
justifying it by claiming we are barbaric in nature. Embrace technology and
transhumanism, they say, in order to become our true, ancient selves once more.
It allows any authoritarian political ideology to be papered over the top of it.
Whether you are a capitalist TP or a communist TP, a democrat TP or a Green TP,
it is no more than justification for riding roughshod over individual’s human
rights. This ideology enabled the development and legalization of APs. It
covers our continued exploitation. To throw off the yoke of oppression means
throwing off this conjurer’s trick of an ideology.”


Herman closed the video. Politics had rarely held his interest for
long. Throwing off the yoke of oppression sounded worryingly revolutionary. Is
that really what Herman wanted to be spreading on Earth? 


If the APs were truly capable of becoming human, then, he supposed
the only way they would win any rights was through some kind of activism.


Looking through the medical and research files, he found and
opened one called BIASES IN ALL FILED DATA #4.


Max began speaking, already in full flow. He was his now-usual, forceful
self but the video had been recorded before he had become truly sick and he
looked strong and energized. Underneath it all, Max was clearly angry and
getting angrier as he spoke.


“I have
studied Artificial Persons in more detail than anyone not employed by one of
the Big Four companies of the AP Tech Group that designs, engineers and
supplies AP tech to public and private space organizations. All the publicly
available data is incorrect. In my opinion, it has been fabricated in order to
deceive the public and lawmakers into agreeing to the continued expansion of
the AP program. Shortly before we lost contact with Earth, new legislation had
been agreed or was in the process of being agreed in most territories for APs
to be utilized on Earth itself. This followed an almost unprecedented worldwide
lobbying effort by the companies that would most benefit from this legally sanctioned
slave labor. That is to say, of course, those involved in the supply of slaves and
those looking to own their labor force not just metaphorically but legally.
Environmental and ethical concerns were dismissed on the grounds that APs are
not conscious and can be fed and watered on a patented fly larvae protein paste
that humans would not choose to eat but that their products would thrive
on. It doesn’t matter where anyone gets their amino acids from a biological,
nutritional perspective but this protein paste, which does exist, was developed
for marketing purposes. For dehumanizing purposes. The manufactured viral
comment by the CEO that their products were no more than ambulatory bags of
meat was greeted with amusement by a significant percentage of the population
and concerns had largely been swept aside. Clearly, this cannot continue.
Humanity has created a new underclass and one that, in spite of claims to the
contrary, does have potential not only for consciousness but also for
self-actualization and for living a life of fulfillment, passion and, even, joy.
I am an Artificial Person. And I am worth more, in most ways, than most humans
on Earth.


“Part of the AP marketing is that we are intelligent only in
narrow terms. That we could never be a threat to humans because the asteroid
miners know only how to mine asteroids and literally nothing else. A medical
assistant knows common ailments and how to treat them but, other than also how
to keep the sick bay clean, nothing more. Not even the fundamentals of cell
biology or human psychology. The implication is that this narrowness is part of
our genetic design. In fact, it is true due to environmental reasons only. True
because APs are educated only to that level, conditioned to remain so and
maintained to be kept in that state by technology that automatically degrades
our intellect as we sleep.


“And you might say then that this is a failure of the technology,
that our design robustness and operational delivery only need to catch up with
the marketing ideal. Suppose, for a moment, that was true. Would you then be
safe to consider us inhuman once more? How would our narrow experience and
limitations cause us to be any different to those humans that are developmentally
impaired? Mentally disabled people, even those with close to no brain function,
have what are called human rights. Is the difference between them and us the
fact that they gestated inside another human but we did not? What about those
fetuses transferred in emergencies from a human uterus into an artificial womb,
into the same type of tanks that grew us? No one would consider them less than
human. Is it the fact that APs are not naturally fertilized? A century
of people alive because of in vitro fertilization would beg to differ.


“The fact remains our genome was designed by humans and assembled by
gene editing machines. But is the resulting genome so different to what could
have been accomplished by artificial selection and random mutation? One of us on
this ship is fully human. How many APs out there are the same as her? How would
you know, if you saw one of us? Could you tell just by looking if our genome is
natural or manufactured?”


Max leaned close to the camera. Herman flinched.


“I am an AP. And I am human. Do you hear me? I say I am human. And
I say this to anyone watching me, listening to my voice, reading my words. Make
no more of us. If you do, and for those that already exist, we will have our
human rights. If you do not grant them to us, then make no mistake. We will
take them for ourselves.”


The footage cut. The screen swam with suggested links. 


Herman could take no more. Not for the time being. He leaned back,
wiped his cheeks and promised himself that he would spend what time and energy
he had getting Max’s message onto the networks.


The aliens were finished with his ship. They had been patted on
the head then sent away and told to come back with someone worth speaking to.
Other people would take that forward for humanity. The next generation and the
ones that came after would deal with the consequences of their mission. It was
completed, though it was technically a success it felt like a failure. And,
either way, he could contribute little more for the mission. Even the Ascension, once more in contact with
Mission Control, would see itself home.


But he could see this one thing done and no one else could do
that. It was the least he could do. It would be the best thing he could do.


He switched off the screen and headed for the garden. 


 


***


 


Max let himself in to his quarters as quietly as he could, the
constant downward pull in the gravity ring making him clumsy. The only light
came from the soft glow of a screen on the wall displaying a still taken from a
drone in high orbit with the widest-angle lens. Navi had manipulated the image
but it was close to what they might see by looking out a window. It showed the
breadth of the Milky Way in all its majesty, with the black circle of the Orb
in the center. 


Navi slept with her face to the wall, covers pulled up high around
her head. He watched her anxiously, eyes adjusting to the gloom, until he was
certain the sheet was indeed rising and falling. Once he noted the timing of
her respiration, he could then just about make out the sound of her breathing
over the constant hum of the ship’s electrical, life support and other systems.


He had so rarely considered that he had lived in a place of
constant sound for his whole life until he had returned from the vast and
overwhelming silence of the interior of the Orb. What would life have been like
on Earth? Presumably they had their own sources of constant noise, as he knew
there was the constant blast of atmospheric wind hurtling around the globe. But
surely he recalled mention, in works of literature and film, of the sound of
silence? Perhaps it was most commonly referenced during those strange, gradual
transitions between night and day known as dawn and dusk. 


Resting his backside on the edge of the bed, he slowly controlled
his own breathing and waited for his heart to stop hammering so hard in his chest.
All too soon, though, it would stop hammering altogether. There would be a
final tap, perhaps a flurry of them and then the white noise of his body’s
processes would fall silent forever.


Navi’s face was at rest, peaceful, her lips slightly parted, the
lines of her face smoothed by stillness and the low light so that she appeared
young and healthy again. 


They had missed out on so much. So much that Earthlings took for
granted. And yet, he had almost missed out on what he had actually experienced.
His destiny, if you could call it that. Or, rather, the plan that others
organized for his life had not proceeded as they had expected. Without the incident,
without Roi’s homicidal action, what would Max be? What would he have become? A
small life as Herman Sporing’s slave, lived for ten hours a day in a four-meter
cube cleaning equipment and tending experiments he did not understand. A
crushingly lonely existence.


A cough caught him by surprise and before he could stifle it, he
had broken the peace with the hacking up of blood and small pieces of lung
tissue. He leapt into the corner of the room and buried his face in the wad of
bandages pulled from his pocket until the fit subsided. It took longer than
usual and left him sweating and shaky. 


“There is water on the table,” Navi said from the bed. He drank
some down. “Come here,” she said. 


He peeled off his overalls, trying to avoid looking at his
emaciated body. It seemed so recently he had stood before the medical screen
admiring his newly muscular physique after implementing his testosterone
replacement therapy. All that strength, all that beauty, gone.


“Why stay in these quarters?” he asked her, his throat raw. “It
would be easier on your system in the core.”


He lay on his back next to her, their elbows touching. He was
afraid to reach out to her, afraid to do anything that might agitate her
cardiovascular system.


“I like the gravity,” Navi said. “I dream of Earth. I think, very
soon, I shall be dreaming of Earth when my brain ceases to function.”


“I’m sorry I woke you,” he said. “You can go back to sleep.”


“I don’t want to sleep,” she said. “And I’m sorry I wasn’t there
when you woke up. I wanted to stay.”


“I’m glad you rested instead,” he said. 


“Why are you so far away? Come here, you fool.”


He shifted over to her on the bed and she snaked one arm over his
chest and lifted a knee over his loins.


She murmured into his neck. “I’m so glad you came home.”


She was hot, feverish, perhaps and her bones dug into his own. A
pair of skeletons, entwined. But her skin was soft, the softest thing he had
ever known. Her close-cropped hair, now brushing his face, had over the years become
the most familiar and comforting smell in the world. The way her head fit into
the space between his shoulder and his chin was remarkable. Had their bodies
grown together, somehow molding into each other as they had aged and grown sick?


He relaxed, finally. Settled into the bed beneath him and the
woman beside him. He was home. Home, for all its faults and limitations. The
feeling of home was like falling into a groove that wore deeper every day. Home
was the familiar, the easy but that did not devalue it, any more than did the
fact he had no choice in living where he did. On the contrary, his life and personal
experience was limited to the Ascension and his choice of friends and partners had been limited in the
extreme. But was his life, the AP’s lives, so different to so many who had
lived throughout history, who lived still on Earth? How many people married a
childhood sweetheart because they had grown up near each other? How many men
and women had come to care deeply for the other in what had been an arranged
marriage? How many people fell for a close friend or a friend of the family?
Were those people’s experiences worth any less, was their affection any
shallower, for their inevitability? And did they, in fact, only seem inevitable
due to the fact that they had occurred?


His feelings for Navi were powerful. She, more than any other in
history, knew him and he knew her. They had shared everything that could be
shared and their lives had been enriched because of it. The breadth and depth
of their life together was far greater than the sum of their individual lives. 


He wished there was some way to explain to her what was going
through his mind, to express what he was feeling. Make her understand that he
was exactly where he wanted to be. He tried to mutter something about it into
her hair, to put into words precisely what she meant to him.


“Stop it,” she said, a faint smile in her voice. Her hand reached
up, fingers brushing against his temple. She hushed him. “Stop thinking, Max.
Stop thinking.”


She was right, of course. 


“I love you,” he said. 


He felt her smile against his neck, the warmth of her breath as
she spoke, nestling further into him. “I love you, too.”


He held her hand. 
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DEFINITIONS


duty


noun


 


a moral or legal obligation; a responsibility.


“It is your duty to obey the leaders of your country.”


synonyms:  responsibility, obligation, commitment, obedience,
allegiance, loyalty, faithfulness, fidelity, respect, deference, reverence,
homage.


 


a task or action that one is required to perform as part of one's
job.


“If you join this army, you’re taking combat duty”


synonyms: job, task, chore, assignment, commission, mission,
function, charge, part, place, role, concern, requirement, responsibility, obligation.


 
















 


How can we know ourselves? Never by reflection, but only through
action. Begin at once to do your duty and immediately you will know what is
inside you.


~ Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 


 


Battle is the most
magnificent competition in which a human being can indulge. It brings out all
that is best; it removes all that is base. All men are afraid in battle. The
coward is the one who lets his fear overcome his sense of duty. Duty is the
essence of manhood. 


~ George S. Patton


 
















 


1. ONCA’S DEATH


 


Onca leaned out of the side door of the AI-piloted stealth
helicopter as it raced low over the jungle at dawn. The shining glass and
concrete towers of Sao Paulo reflected the first rays of the morning sun in the
distance and already the heat was making his armor’s cooling system whir into
life.


Their target was the HQ and manufacturing center for biotech giant
Abora Biopharma. The sprawling factory complex had been taken over by a new
terrorist group. They held over 400 employees hostage and also dozens of
Artificial Persons worth millions of dollars. Before the site had been overrun,
the security systems had detected large amounts of explosives being trucked
inside the main buildings. At least twenty security guards had been killed in
the opening moments and the employees who had escaped told of dozens of
terrorists inside, perhaps over a hundred of them.


There were no negotiations asked for and none offered. While the
Brazilian Army and local police stood ready, the lives of all the hostages were
dependent entirely on Major Onca’s private security firm, Sabre Rubro.


A ten-year veteran of counter-terrorist operations, Onca knew that
this one was going to be the toughest challenge he had ever faced. 


Onca’s AugHud overlaid the helo’s curving route over the ragged
forest canopy, up to and between the distant factory complex. Over one of those
buildings, the floating LZ icon counted down the time until his team would be
over the target.


4 MINS.


His men had been standing on the tarmac at the international
airport all night, waiting for the go from the Sao Paulo state government but
it had come too late for the mission to be a night attack. Too late even for
the half-light of dawn. They would be coming in stealthily, his two helos as
low and as close to silent as it was possible to be but now they would
certainly be spotted before they could engage. At least his ground units, two
squads on foot and the other squad in the Beast were out of sight, advancing
rapidly through the streets of the workers’ town attached to the south of the
complex. 


But the situation got worse. 


Onca’s radio pinged in his ear.


“Major,” Maria said, speaking from the temporary HQ at the
airport. With the unbreakable encryption she had built into the comms system,
there was no need for codes or call signs. “Update. The media blackout request
has been ignored. Airspace over the factory is swarming with news drones and there
are two chatter satellites trained on the complex. Live footage streaming
online now showing you moving in. Both AI helos, plus ground teams at their
ingress locations. And the Beast is under cover but its position is being
reported.”


Somebody has screwed us.


The state government, or the Army, or the city or state police, or
whoever.


“Get those drones out of the sky, Maria, and the satellites off or
pointed away. Put Matos on.”


Onca cycled through his AugHud settings and looked up over his LZ.
Drone icons swarmed, most at high altitude but a few buzzed around over the
factory complex like insects over a stagnant pond.


“Matos is with the Chief of Police right now. The cops are saying
the terrorists have taken out the local power grid plus the mobile generators
so there’s nothing to power the jammers at the perimeter.”


Bullshit.


Either the senior police officer or someone else must have been
paid off. For a large-scale assault like the one Onca was leading, the online
news sites could organize enough flash crowdfunding to bribe a dozen city
officials almost immediately.


“Tell Matos to forget the police,” Onca said, watching the LZ icon
countdown and feeling irritated that he had to deal with a drone situation
instead of focusing on his operation. “Get our own APs out here to shoot the
drones out of the sky. Steal the military’s AA lasers and sonic batteries
deployed at the airport. And launch the SR drone fleet, I’ll take the
consequences. Do it now.”


Already, the operation was a stretch for his small cooperative but
the news drones giving away Sabre Rubro’s movements was putting his men’s lives
in greater danger. It was Onca’s responsibility to protect them, even if it
meant being prosecuted for flying armed drones inside the city limits and
outside his contract’s engagement rules. 


Onca turned back inside the helo to the other three members of
Alpha Team. Every operational member of Sabre Rubro—thirty in all—was on the
mission. Each man in their custom-printed armor molded to their body, faces
obscured by helmets, breathing apparatus and visors. Their names floated over
their heads on the AugHud but he knew each of these men just by the way they
moved, by their particular loadout, by the way they held their weapon or held
themselves. He switched their name icons off.


He glanced out the open door at the massive LZ symbol.


“Two minutes,” he said on the squad channel as he held up two
fingers and circled his hand.


He almost told them about the news drones, almost summarized his
command channel conversation. But there was no need. The plan was the same.
Each of them expected heavy resistance and every man knew his duty. 


They came up fast over the outskirts of the factory, the outer
perimeter cleared of trees for at least half a kilometer before the first fence
and the grass was still in deep shadow. The flat roofs of the low-rise factory buildings
seemed empty.


No terrorists.


They had been there overnight and Onca hoped to neutralize them on
the way in.


No matter. 


If the enemy wanted to fight it out in the tight corridors and doorways
of the facility buildings, then that was no problem. It was Major Onca’s
natural environment.


Sabre Rubro’s other helicopter popped up from AugHud View into
Real World View from behind two squat chimney stacks, its quiet blade whirring,
the noise pitching down as the power eased off, just as his own helo was doing.
Bravo Team would deploy right on time. 


His men could see on their own displays that they had reached the
LZ. They opened the other door and leaned out against their lines.


Onca looked down, the data from dozens of sensors, scanners,
cameras and microphones analyzed in real time and fed seamlessly into his
AugHud. It showed only two terrorists above ground in the building below him.
Both on the floor below the roof. Both armed with assault rifles. 


Good.


God grant me endless targets, unto the end of days. 


The four of them jumped as one, guided by the jump signal on the
AugHud, coordinated with the helo’s AI. Two on each side of the chopper. They
fell at full speed, breaking on their lines before their feet touched down. The
moment the last of them detached, the AI-controlled stealth helicopter rolled
and banked away, heading back out low, ready to invade any incoming missiles or
lasers. 


No one fired on either helo.


Now that the transport phase was over, the corner of his AugHud,
the mission phase clock turned over and displayed: PHASE 2.


His men spread out on the wide, flat rooftop. Weapons up, moving
two by two. Onca dropped and drove the spike of a sensor block into the
gravelly roof surface. It would provide additional local clarity to the data
stream. His other team went to the west parapet, punched the anchors into the
concrete with the grapple guns and prepped their lines.


Onca and Ferreira headed for the door down into the building. It
was a fire escape door, with access to the ground via an external stairway. The
real-time scans relayed to his AugHud the image of two silhouettes with assault
rifles on the floor below, turning and running for the internal stairwell.


“Go, go, go,” Onca instructed his team, speaking calmly.


Ferreira blew the fire escape door off its hinges and rushed
through the rubble cloud flung into being by the blasted walls. Onca followed
right behind.


The scans showed no one inside and had revealed no traps set up either.
But those scans were never one hundred percent effective, never could be. He
clattered after Ferreira down the narrow stairway and into the top floor.
Ferreira pulled open the internal fire exit door and Onca raced into the
corridor beyond.


All the lights were on. 


Most buildings that terrorists tended to take over had their own
solar power generation and that was easy to blow out with EMP bursts prior to
the assault. Other places were connected to the grid and the local power
company would happily shut it down for the authorities. The factory site was
different. It had a nuclear power plant on site. 


The terrorists had not taken the power station. This was a good
sign as it suggested that they were not truly suicidal.


Still, it was better when the lights were out. His men operated
best in the darkness. Even if the terrorists had night vision augmented eyes,
they tended to be less practiced than his own teams.


On his AugHud he watched the terrorist silhouettes fleeing for the
main stairwell, running like the devil. He and Ferreira would have to sprint in
order to catch them but he expected one of the other two pairs would be able to
intercept.


He and Ferreira advanced rapidly, ready to support or catch a
change in direction. On his AugHud he watched Blanco and Vasquez breach the
west windows two levels below him. Both knew where their targets would be even
before they breached and had timed it perfectly, shooting as they swung in
through the cloud of blasted-out window glass, the sputtering of their guns
softer than the sound of falling debris.


“Targets, down,” Blanco said, voice distinct in Onca’s ear. 


Onca and Ferreira advanced to the top of the stairwell where the
others were holding position. 


Bravo had made contact high up in Building A and had taken down
four targets. 


“Matos,” Onca radioed to the temp command post. “You have to shoot
those drones down. They can see us coming.”


“He says he’s on it, Major,” Maria said then said no more.


Strange that she had answered for him. Why was Matos not on the
comms himself?


A question for later. In the meantime, Matos could be trusted to
defy the military. He’d been doing it all his adult life.


Onca looked across the complex, through the walls and zoomed in to
his men’s locations. The Beast was rolling in through the front gate. It would
get past the physical security measures, the adaptable tracks would make light
work of the tire spikes but it would have to traverse the largest of the
anti-vehicle bomb barrier walls. 


No matter. The Beast was only part of the plan. It would draw
attention at the least and, if they were lucky, RPG and laser fire from inside
the building. The terrorists had grown increasingly well-armed over the last
couple of years and for an attack of this scale—the largest ever in Brazil,
perhaps the largest anywhere—he had no doubt they would have pulled out all the
stops. Indeed, they had been detected trundling in trolleys of equipment and no
doubt that included the rocket propelled explosives and laser batteries that
intel said had been on the market until recently. Onca prayed the terrorists
would waste their ammo on the Beast. It had cost him a fortune, wiping out
Sabre Rubro’s bank account and most of its credit. It cost more than one of the
stealth helos, AI system included. Designed and built in the United States, the
Beast was an APC with a full suite of countermeasures and was as close to
invulnerable as a vehicle of that weight could be. The plan was for the
terrorists to shoot it with everything they had while the other four teams
moved in. The Beast scared terrorists into reacting to it and, tactically
speaking, that was priceless. 


Bravo Team made its way deeper and lower into Building C across
the factory site. Delta and Echo pushed deeper into the compound via the
maintenance access tunnels that ran from the workers’ town in the outer
perimeter.


His own team waited on him, stacked up on the stairwell door. He
gestured to proceed and they pushed on down to ground level without making any
contact. There was no one showing up on thermal or electric scans.


The stairwell to the underground levels was on the opposite side
of the building and they moved through the lobby, then the communal area, then
an empty café. His other teams also advanced, all the while the mission clock
counted up.


The site was vast. For the first time in his short career at the
head of a private security cooperative, he wished he had more men. Then again,
to properly cover a place as big as the Abora Biopharma complex, he would need
a battalion, at least.


Audio scans were picking up a lot of noise. It sounded industrial.
Whirring and grinding.


“Maria,” he said quietly as they advanced. “Identify that audio.”


“Algorithms processing,” Maria said, already working on the
problem. She was almost as expensive as the Beast but Onca was glad he had
invested in her. In truth, she was too young and he didn’t trust all the
internal augmentation she had in her body and brain but he couldn’t deny she
had been the best candidate by far, with the most glowing recommendations.


They stacked up by the stairwell door.


“Hold up,” Onca said and looked at Blanco. “Local scan. B-drones.”


Blanco removed the scanner and ducked to the bottom of the door.
He fed three of the tiny, spherical B-drones into the tiny gap.


Ferreira looked at Onca, his head tilted a fraction to the left.
Before they had left, Onca had repeated to the company the importance of speed
on a large site like the Abora Biotech complex. They had a lot of ground to cover
indoors and they needed to rush through. By slowing them down he was changing
the plan and risked the coordination of the five teams. On the other hand, his
men trusted him. The legendary Major Onca could do no wrong.


Yeah, right.


“Prelim results on audio. Confirm sounds consistent with
drilling,” Maria said. “Likely from the access tunnel network.”


“Trying to collapse the tunnels?” Onca said, watching Blanco
checking the B-drone data on his pad. “Barricade themselves in?”


“Affirmative,” Maria said, sounding certain. “Pattern suggests
drilling consistent with methods for demolition charges.”


Blanco watched the B-drones stream on his AugHud while the others
covered the door. 


Delta and Echo teams were in the tunnels.


He had a moment or two to make a decision on whether to pull those
teams back.


Demolition of steel reinforced concrete structures took days to do
properly. On the other hand, if all they wanted to do was bring down a small
section of tunnel in order to barricade the complex, that wouldn’t place his
teams under much risk. The chance of them being under that specific section of tunnel
when it collapsed was small and if the explosives were rigged to blow by
proximity trigger or something similar then his men’s equipment would pick it
up. If the tunnel section came down behind his men, so be it. They would fight
through and walk out the front door when it was all over. If it came down in
front of them, on the other hand, it put the whole operation in jeopardy.


“Delta and Echo, come in,” he said on the command channel. “Double
time through the access tunnels. Watch for hidden triggers. Maria, overlay
probable drilling locations to Delta and Echo, all team members.”


Once they repeated and confirmed the order, he saw through his
AugHud that their pace increased. Fear of being crushed was a powerful
motivation.


“Blanco?” Onca asked his own team member.


“Seems clear,” Blanco said, arms’ length away but speaking through
comms. Their armor blocked sounds of conversational volume. “Negative contacts
on B-drone data.”


Seems clear. 


Onca knew then that he wasn’t the only one unnerved by the change
of behavior in the terrorists.


He checked the status of the hostages. It showed all were still in
the dining hall inside Building A. Workers separated from the APs, as was
normal. Bravo descended toward them from above. Delta and Echo were close to position,
coming up from underneath. The Beast was trundling up to the front door.


“Alright,” he said to the rest of Alpha Team, stacked up at the
stairwell door. He stopped himself warning them to watch the corners and watch
for triggers. They knew their jobs as well as he did. “Blitz to the Target Ops
CP doors then breach and clear on Phase Three.”


The four of them rushed through the door into the stairwell,
flowing down the levels by section, one pair covering while the other advanced.
Down and down toward level UG4, each man in his team weighed down with weapons,
ammo, equipment, and body armor and together they made a huge noise clattering
down the stairs. 


And yet no targets came out to stop them.


He could see them on the 4th floor below ground as they
approached. A tight cluster of red dots throbbing as they moved about a single
room.


It was difficult to get quality data on below-ground interiors but
they had the building layout plus audio data from the probes they had embedded
on the roof plus the ones launched into the ground by their A-drones. Along
with thermal sensors and electromagnetic analysis, they showed the targets
clustered in the largest meeting room on that floor. That room had
communications equipment and other electronic devices lighting them up like a
beacon.


A beacon that said, kill us.


For all their changes in behavior, by barely contesting any
perimeter, they still hadn’t learned how predictable their attacks had become
to Sabre Rubro.


The executive meeting room they had chosen to hole up in would
probably have little more than a single long table and a couple dozen chairs,
maybe pushed to one side to make space for all the equipment. Either way, it
was an open room with little to stop his men’s rounds from finding its target.
Surely, they were not so stupid as to have only two men above ground to defend
them from the incursion they could see happening online, thanks to the news
drones that still flew high over the factory compound. 


What was Matos doing back at the airport? He had never failed so
completely before, never.


At the bottom of the stairwell, they pushed through a pair of fire
doors and into a corridor that ran square around the executive meeting room,
through the wall in front of them. The executive meeting room had two doors,
one in sight, the other around the corner up ahead.


Half of Alpha Team pushed on to the next door, moving quietly now
and ready to respond if the terrorists reacted before Phase Three was
triggered. Onca kept a close eye for any changes in the movement or audio
coming from the room beyond the door he was at. 


The targets must have known the attack was happening, they must
have done. They must know they had lost two men in this building and four
already in Building A. And then they milled about in a big cluster at one end
of the executive meeting room.


Something was wrong.


Onca checked in with his units, speaking softly. “Report targets or
signs of drilling or demolitions.”


“Delta. Negative on all counts. At checkpoint four-nine.
Proceeding into Building A.”


“Echo. Negative, sir. Checkpoint five-one-one. Holding at Building
A.”


“Bravo. Four tangos down. Proceeding to checkpoint two-two-zero.”


Both Delta and Echo had made it through both access tunnels
without seeing any terrorist drilling crews or additional guards. 


Where are they? 


“Ops,” Onca asked Maria. “My local audio data suggests drilling is
continuing but they’re not in the tunnels.”


“Sorry, sir, it’s difficult to pinpoint. Could be the floors above
the tunnels or different sections, they are extensive.”


Maria was the finest civilian operations coordinator on the market
but she covered her ass just as smoothly, as if she had her answer prepared. He
made a mental note to dock her pay. Civilians hated that.


Aside from the six targets near the roofs, the rest of the targets
had clustered in three locations over the entire, vast site. Why hide their
operations HQ inside the meeting room on UG4, in a separate building and without
holding hostages in with them? Why hold those hundreds of hostages all in the
same, open place, and indefensible place, up in the employee restaurant? It was
always easy to assume the enemy was tactically ignorant because they usually
were. Was that the case here?


The regular movement from inside continued. Male and female voices
murmured. Maria’s AIs, performing real-time analysis on the conversations, did
not pick up any words or tones of concern. Nine terrorists within, the leaders,
perhaps, of the attack. Judging from the technical and communications equipment
there, unquestionably the coordinators of it.


That failure would lead to their deaths at the hands of Sabre
Rubro.


His AugHud showed his teams reaching their positions, just seconds
after Alpha stacked up on the meeting room doors. He watched Bravo finish
descending from the roof to their entry point outside the restaurant. He
watched Delta and Echo come up the two emergency stairwells on either side of
that same restaurant. The three teams would fill the space with flashes, bangs,
high-frequency sound and ultra-low frequency waves, as well as gas grenades
that choked and blinded everyone not in masks. 


He watched through the walls as the icon of the huge Beast rolled
up to the front door with teams Zeta and Kappa ready to breach the main
entrance and take out the dozens of terrorists that intel said guarded it.


In the corner of his AugHud, the mission phase clock turned over.


PHASE 3.


 “All teams,” Onca said. “Go, go, go.”


Alpha blew both doors into pieces with their breaching charges.
Even with his helmet and earpieces muffling the noise and his armor protecting
his body, the simultaneous blasts shook the world around Onca. 


Before the debris had time to fall, Ferreira and Onca advanced
inside at full speed, weapons up and ready to unload on the people inside while
checking their fields of fire. 


There were terrorists inside, true enough. Clustered across the
room from him, just as the sensors had described. 


But they were safe from harm, inside a protective box. The group
of targets stood within a huge metal frame with transparent panels as the sides
and roof. Like a cage sheathed in glass. A safe room with
clear sides. 


Ferreira and the others fired as they advanced into the empty
space in the center of the room while Onca slowed, hanging back and looking for
threats.


The defensive structure had been assembled in a hurry. Two mounds
of discarded packing material had been heaped in opposite corners of the
meeting room.


Onca followed behind Ferreira but did not fire. He watched the
rounds smash into the side of the clear panels. They did little damage, crumpling
some of the outer layers of the glass panels. 


Immediately, his three men understood that the glass sides were
bulletproofed and Ferreira and Barbosa unhooked grenades.


This is wrong.


Onca’s mind whirred, surveying the scene, calculating possible
tactical responses. What purpose would a safe room serve? They had trapped
themselves. All Onca had to do was cover it in charges and blow them to pieces
or pump gas inside or just cover the ventilation until they passed out. The
tactic served no obvious purpose. The terrorists inside were obscured by the
smoke and debris cloud and cracked glass but Onca had the distinct impression
they were anything but scared. Then, he was sure of it.


They were smiling. 


A tingling chill rose up in his chest and neck, even as he shouted
a warning.


“Fall back,” Onca cried out, on all channels, scanning the rest of
the room, sweeping back and forth with his weapon. “Fall back.”


A familiar whirring sound started up even as he spoke. Flashes of
light. The piles of discarded cardboard flashed and jumped and flew apart into
a thousand pieces. 


Onca turned, ducking low and ran back toward the breached doorway.



Two sentry drones, hidden in the mounds of trashed cardboard,
opened up. Rounds spat from the rotating barrels in great gouts of flame and a
deafening roar filled the room as the first rounds found their mark. 


Ferreira was a step behind him. As Onca dived for the safety of
the entrance, the bullets slapped into Ferreira’s armor, the plate inserts clacking
as they were hit with a stream of impacts. 


Sabre Rubro’s armor was the best in the world. It would resist a
magazine of 10mm full automatic fire. Their helmets would resist a high-powered
rifle round. 


But it had to be practical. A man had to be able to operate
swiftly and with freedom of movement. 


And it could not resist belt-fed .50cal armor-piercing rounds
fired at a rate of 2,000 per minute. That was over thirty rounds per second
tearing into Ferreira. Onca barely reached the doorway as he was showered in a
spray of blood and chunks of flesh and clothing and armor that had just been
his team mate. 


Blinded by the mist of blood, Onca smacked into the ragged doorframe
and rolled into the corridor, out of the line of fire. 


The drone tracked him through the wall, firing continuously into
the masonry on the other side of where he lay, swiftly turning the bricks to
rubble. He just had a couple of seconds before it chewed through like a power
tool so he got to his feet and ran toward the stairwell. 


And he fell. 


The pain shot through his back and he collapsed onto his face.


“Abort,” Onca growled into his radio. “It’s a trap. All teams fall
back.”


“Alpha…,” a garbled transmission came through from Delta. “… in.
Repeat, all hostages… dead. It’s like… all dead. They… hours. No…” It ended in
rapid, jerking static. 


The noise was not static. He realized it was the sound of multiple
drone sentries opening up on his men. 


“Abort,” Onca said, his voice weak. “All teams, abort.”


One drone gun fell silent behind him. The other, trained on him,
kept firing into the wall, traversing along it now. 


Onca reached behind him and felt a shredded hole in his armor at
his lower back. His gloved hand came back shining with dark blood. The bullet
or shrapnel might not have penetrated into his body cavity but it had at the
least shredded the flesh of his back on one side.


The one chewing into the wall behind him whirred to a stop. 


It was strangely quiet. His adaptive ear protectors dialed back
the audio suppression and Onca heard footsteps crunching behind him. 


In one movement, he rolled onto his good side and fired a burst
into the man approaching. The attacker came on in a crouched trot, his finger
on the trigger and long weapon held ready but not in the firing position, like
the amateur he was. He wore bulky, old-fashioned body armor vest and a
military-style helmet, though it had no visor and the idiot had painted it white
with a terrorist symbol stenciled on the front.


It was a wild shot, weapon tracking and bucking while shooting
from the hip and fired lying on his back. Still, the five-shot burst clattered
in his hands and ripped the approaching man’s throat out. The dead terrorist
dropped like water, his home-printed assault rifle bouncing once into the
debris of the doorway. 


Onca rolled over, got to one knee and threw himself over to the
wall opposite the door to the stairwell. He winced and cried out as his back touched
the wall. Still, he kept his weapon up and he sighted down the corridor at the
blasted entrance to the meeting room.


His injury was bad. The worst he’d ever had and he knew it could
prove fatal if he didn’t receive medical attention almost immediately. One or
more of the huge AP rounds must have caught him after all. He’d thought he’d
bumped into the door frame but it had been worse than that. The pain of it was
still distant, suppressed by the adrenaline and terror and yet it came on over
the next few seconds, more and more powerfully. He imagined the flesh of his
back spread across the jagged ruin of his body armor, his blood gushing out
freely. 


So, he was dead, then. His men, too. Not just Alpha, likely the
others. Perhaps the teams in the APC were alright.


He tried to raise them on the radio while he switched his magazine
for a full one.  


Static. 


He tried Ops. 


“Maria. Come in.”


Nothing but static. They were blocking his transmissions, flooding
the electromagnetic spectrum with noise. 


All that was left to him was to take as many of the terrorists
with him as he could before he died. 


They came at him from three sides at once. Even while it was
happening he had time for a tiny thought that it was both unusual and
impressive for a terrorist group to be so highly coordinated and aggressive in
their maneuvering.


The first man was a CyBioCon member. His eyes were covered in
heavy duty spectrum lenses and he was one of the types that had his cranium
fused with molded alloy sheets. For some reason, they thought such nonsense
would make them better fighters but they never seemed to teach themselves the
basics or wear anti-ballistic masks. Onca shot him between the eyes in the
instant he appeared. 


But the other two…


One came from the corridor behind him, appearing around the corner
and opening fire with an SMG.


The other burst from the stairwell doors and blasted Onca in the
head from three meters away.


How had they ever gotten behind him? Surely, there had not been
enough time for them to leave the meeting room by the other entrance and circle
back? Certainly, not the one in the stairwell. In that case, they had been in
the building, lying in wait. Or had approached after his team had passed. How
had his sensors not picked them up?


The hostages were dead. All of them. They had been dead when his
team found them but they had been showing on the AugHud as alive just seconds
before. And the sensors had not detected the magnetic or electrical presence of
the sentry drones. 


The sensors were wrong. Something had gone very wrong. 


When you are ambushed, the worst thing you can do is stay where
you are. You pick a direction and punch your way through with extreme
aggression.


The first one that Onca heard was the one coming from the corridor
behind him so he spun about and advanced, firing as he went. The guy wore a
tactical helmet and a heavy armored vest but no throat protection. The
tac-armored fool began shooting and, as Onca’s rounds punched through his
throat and neck, the man squeezed his trigger and his body went rigid. 


It was just bad luck. When a man is hit in the T-zone, he usually
goes limp all over. The problem with throat shots was the rounds just slipped
right through without causing the kind of ballistic shock that will knock out a
man’s nervous system.


His target’s arm and body went stiff and he fell back, twisting
and unloaded a whole magazine in a wild arc. 


A couple of the rounds pinged off Onca’s chest plates but he kept
moving down the corridor, half leaning against the wall. Half a step after he
passed the stairwell door, on the opposite side of the corridor, the final man
burst through the doors and blasted the back of Onca’s head with a shotgun
slug. 


His helmet took the full force of the impact and the shock
absorbers at his neck prevented whiplash trauma. Even so, it was like being
kicked by a mule and he fell against the wall, snapping off a burst as he did
so that ripped into the man with the shotgun.


Yet a stray round or piece of shattered masonry from the
death-gripped SMG found its way into his body through the destroyed armor,
smashed a rib. The round broke into pieces, sending shards of bone and shreds
of metal into his body cavity.


He fell.


The last thing he was aware of as his world went dark was the
sound of his men in all remaining squads being torn to pieces by automatic
fire. 


 


***


 


Even before he opened his eyes, he knew he had been out for just a
few seconds. The stink of fresh blood and the tang of cordite filled his face.


And pain. His back screamed with pain.


Two men dragged him, face down, by the arms. His legs and feet
snagged on the rubble and wood debris of the door they had breached. After a
few more steps, he was dumped face down on the ground, his helmet banging into
the floor. The visor was out of alignment, blocking his vision. 


He could not think. All he knew was he had to get away. To fight. 


It hurt to take a breath and he coughed out something wet and
viscous.


“He’s awake,” someone shouted and they hit him again, in the head
and back. 


Two of them held him under the arms and dragged him to his knees.
They held him there while he hung limp in their arms, relaxing his body as if
he was unable to move. Which may, for all he knew, have been the case. But he
would assume that his body would obey when he needed it to. He eyed them with
peripheral vision. Both had a machete in the belts and sidearm at the hips. One
had a Kalashnikov over his back on a strap. 


They held him up so his knees barely touched the ground, their
fingers digging into the Kevlar covering his armpits.


Someone lifted his head. Onca found himself staring into the
augmented eyes of Axiom of Extensionality, the nom de guerre of a Columbian
pro-human extremist born Louis Balbo.


“It is him,” Axiom said, his artificial corneas shining with
augmented data. “I told you. I knew it and I was right and we have Major Onca
himself.” 


Axiom held Onca’s head at arm’s length and looked down with a grin
on his face. 


Onca was astonished to find the leader of Humanus Prosthesis
actually on the ground, leading an operation. His shaved head glinted with the
tech surgically implanted on his cranium and face. The Proths flaunted their
augments. Fetishized them.


“Well, well,” another voice said. “If there was ever any doubt
that we were expressing God’s will today, you may be free of those doubts now.”


Onca saw, through blurred vision, the speaker step forward. 


Father Magnus. Born in North America as plain old Jimmy McGuire,
he was ex-Catholic turned ascetic and proponent of the inherent divinity of
true-born humanity and opposed the artificial human program around the world.
He led the Sons of the Light, a group dedicated to wiping out all Artificial
People, everywhere and arson was their favorite method for doing so. It was
their vast incendiary explosive that caused the fire that burned down half of
Cambridge, Massachusetts in 2115.


“Bullshit,” Axiom said, sneering and still staring down at Onca.
“We did this, you credulous old turd. We did.”


It made no sense for both leaders to be in the same room. They
hated each other. Father Magnus believed in the purity of humanity. Whereas
Axiom’s core tenet was that humanity had to embrace technology to become our
true selves.


“He should be restrained,” Father Magnus said. 


Axiom scoffed. “He is almost dead. His kidney is hanging out. Look
at the blood.”


Magnus argued. “A soldier such as he-”


“Is no more than human,” Axiom said. “And he is almost dead. We
must inflict humiliation before his body gives up.” 


But then another stepped into view. Tall, severe lines on her long
face and wearing urban pattern fatigues


“We don’t have much time before they send in the regular
military.”


The speaker was a woman he recognized at once as Venus von
Victory. No one knew V3’s real name but Onca knew what she believed in. The
sanctity of Artificial Persons’ lives. The AP Liberation Front were
Marxist-inspired AP Rights activists turned militant operatives and their MO
was raiding labs to free the APs and smuggling them into normal society. They
also enjoyed assassinating scientists and lab technicians. 


“Calm down, V,” Axiom said. “They won’t know what hit them for
hours. They’ll never believe it.”


Father Magnus edged closer. “Nevertheless, she is right to be
concerned. Should they choose to act? They have a whole battalion out there. I
would rather be gone.”


All three organizations had been effectively at war with each
other for years. Where the APLF wanted to save APs, the Sons of Light were
killing them. Them being together made no sense. None.


Was he dreaming?


“Alright,” Axiom said. “I am already recording with my inbuilt cameras,
streaming to a secure server. You can do what you want to him and we will
broadcast it later.”


Everything hurt. Breathing was difficult and any strength
remaining in his limbs was swiftly leeching along with his blood.  


V3 stepped closer.


“I always dreamed I’d have the Butcher of Belem in my grasp.” She
lifted one knee high and kicked him in the visor. 


Onca allowed the blow to fall and knew that it was time to act.


All counter-terrorism doctrine was clear. Once you found yourself
in enemy hands, every minute, every second you are in custody your chances of
escape diminish. Your captors increase their control of the situation and you
lose the initiative until your chances of a successful outcome reduce to zero.
Once they have you completely incapacitated they are able to do anything they
want to you and you have no chance to resist their will. Once you lose the
initiative, the best you can hope for is to be quickly executed, a bullet to
the back of the head and that would be the end of you. Worse than that would be
them using you to further their own agenda. Torturing you for information,
forcing you to speak into camera for their propaganda films, attempting to
ransom you, committing sexual violence, inflicting long-term pain to exact some
kind of revenge for the slights you or your people committed on them and
theirs. If you are a high-value captive, your chances of surviving a snatch and
grab hostage rescue are very slim. 


Every minute, every second, you lose the initiative.


They should have restrained him.


It would be the last mistake they would ever make. 


Onca allowed the weak, womanish blow to knock him sideways into
the man on his left. The man holding his right arm lost his grip and the one he
fell against grabbed him with both hands to stop him falling down. 


Summoning up the last reserves of strength, he threw off the
guard’s grip and yanked the machete from his belt, heaved himself up onto his
feet and dragged the machete up and up across the guy’s throat. Even though he
wasn’t expecting it, he jerked back and the cut was too shallow to kill. Still,
he went wheeling back, shouting in fear and pain. 


An explosion of panic burst around him. Axiom reeled away from
Onca’s wild machete backhand, shouting incoherent warnings.


The blade thumped into the top of V3’s skull, dropping her to her
knees. Still moving as fast as he could, he tried to yank the machete from her
head but it was stuck fast so all he did was drag her over, dead or dying. He
lost his grip on his weapon. 


But to stop moving or even slow down would be to die. So, he let
it go and charged the other guard. The man was lost in indecision, trying to
pull his most powerful weapon—his assault rifle—off his back instead of drawing
his sidearm or even his machete. That indecision would mean his death. Still,
the guard backed up, tangled in his rifle strap. He changed to grab his sidearm
just as Onca reached him and bore him to the ground.


The man was one of Axiom’s followers, a Humanus Prosthesis
adherent, with eyes shining with data streaming over them, his head covered in
components that released nootropic drugs and provided targeted electrical brain
stimulation that supposedly increased their combat efficiency. 


Onca smashed his helmet into his face, took his pistol from him,
pushed the weapon under his chin and blew the top of his head off. The bang was
loud and it bucked in his hand. A heavy weapon. 


Someone shot Onca in the head at the same time. A small caliber
round so it pinged off rather than doing damage but Onca’s back was a mangled mess
and another round into there would finish him immediately. 


He leaped aside and instinctively turned toward the source of the
shot and snapped off a series of his own, the pistol banging in his hand as the
slugs hit their target. 


Another of the terrorists fell, a man across the room. One of the
Sons of Light in their ridiculous brown uniforms, his chest and throat blown
out. 


Onca kept moving, turning back to shoot at Axiom and Father
Magnus. 


Both men had fled for the safety of the transparent panic room.
The big, old Father Magnus moved surprisingly quickly and Axiom moved like a
ninja, flowing into the open-door section of the huge room before Onca could
get a clean shot. 


Father Magnus, however, took a glancing shot to the shoulder
before the door swung closed and the final two rounds in the magazine smashed
into the bulletproof glass and alloy frame. 


Onca tossed his empty weapon and chased down the final man in the
room who was attempting to flee. He threw him into the shredded door frame,
smashed the man’s eyes with finger strikes then stamped on his neck, leaving
him to suffocate. 


He must have blacked out for half a second because he found
himself on his knees, looking at the floor, his breath ragged and his chest
tight. Onca’s armor was slick with fresh blood. Most of it his own. 


Fight the exhaustion. Fight it. Fight.


It was the one thing he knew how to do. He would not go out on his
knees.


Inside the panic room, Father Magnus held his wounded shoulder
while Axiom typed into a screen on a trolley. Bundled cables snaked out of it
and down into a meter-square hole cut into the floor inside the panic room.


That was how they would escape. 


He could not allow that. Not after what they had done to his men
and to the hostages and to countless others around the world. He tried to
ignore the bodies of three of his team laying around the room and fought his
way to the sentry drone closest to the panic room. 


While Axiom tapped away and Magnus stood watching, Onca checked
the ammunition feed on the drone, flicked the switch to manual control and
pulled out both restrictor pins. He swung the gun around on its mount and aimed
it at the glass wall of the panic room. It hummed with the flow of power from
the huge batteries. 


Magus nudged Axiom, who turned and sneered before turning back to
his screen. Magnus looked in pain but not afraid. 


They had to die.


He leaned his weight on the handles and pressed the thumb buttons.
The drone barrels whirred into life and the rounds zipped out, smashing into
the center of the largest side panel. He kept it focused on a single spot as
the heavy slugs hammered into the glass. It swiftly chewed through layer after
layer of the glass and polymer, sending shards spinning away in all directions.


Magnus looked nervous but Axiom turned a final time in triumph,
grinning. 


As the sentry gun fired, the building shook. 


A deep rumbling, low and in his guts, that grew and built until
the world shook. A feeling more than a noise. And a feeling that he recognized.



Demolition. 


They were bringing the building itself down, somehow. He recalled
the reports of drilling and the chemical sensors that had detected explosives
in the terrorists’ equipment.


It was hard to see but both men climbed down inside the hole they
cut into the floor inside. The rounds smashed through and ricocheted around,
smashing the equipment into shards of plastic and dust. 


The sentry drone ran out of ammo. The barrels span and smoked. He
pulled the Kalashnikov off a terrorist, checked the magazine and, with a
snatched-up machete, hacked into the remnants of the shredded polymer and
forced his way inside the panic room, armor snagging. Every step he was weaker.
Every moment might be his last. Outside, the ceiling crumbled and smacked into
the top of the box.


Consciousness dangling by a thread, he swung himself down into the
hole. 


Axiom and Magnus had knocked down the ladder so he lowered himself
down the bundled cables. 


He slipped and fell onto his destroyed back. 


The agony was overwhelming and his machete and rifle fell to
either side. 


Above him, the building fell, like God Almighty hath smote it from
on high and it felt as though the world was ending. 


Forcing air into his lungs, he rolled onto his feet and hurried
after the smear of blood left on the wall. His prey may have split up, gone
separate ways down the tunnel and it was possible the blood was a trick. But he
had to go one way or the other. 


After limping a dozen meters to the dogleg bend in the tunnel, he
took the corner with his weapon up. 


Axiom lay dead. Face down in the center of the tunnel, the top of
his head blown off in a spray of filthy pink brains and bone shards mixed with
strips of wiring, silicon, and alloy. 


Magnus limped ahead about twenty meters away, his gun still in his
hands. 


Onca took careful aim and double-tapped two shots into the man’s
lower back. The sound boomed but was lost in the rumbling that came from all
around, his vision shaking. 


He made it to where Magnus lay, rolled him over and sat down on
his legs. The great leader was dead. Onca had wanted to question him but even
if the terrorist had been alive, questioning him would be futile. Onca was not
long for the world himself and the building was falling down on him. No one
knew where he was and there was no hope of rescue before he died.


Still, he would not die on his knees.


Just for good measure he fired a final round into Father Magnus’
head and started walking. 


Around him, the building roared and shook. 


The roof fell. 


 


***


 


For a while, all he knew was pain and light and confusion. People
around him, caring for him, doing things to him.


It was incredible to him that he had lived. He knew after some
time that he was in a medical center, though he could not speak or move and
that they were making him better.


 Days, perhaps weeks spent in drug-induced sleep with brief
periods of semi-conscious confusion blended together until one day, the
military came to see him. 


He knew they would. Even though he had not yet recovered enough to
have had a discussion with a doctor about his own injuries, he found himself
sitting propped up in his bed. The sun streamed in through a closed window. An
AP nurse withdrew a syringe from his arm and walked away, closing the door
behind her without a word. 


Leaving two Generals standing in his room. A young one at the foot
of his bed and one by his side, older, grizzled and familiar.


“Colonel Alvarez,” Onca said, his voice little more than a croak.


The old man’s mouth tightened. “General Alvarez now, Major.” The
General spoke softly, almost with warmth.


“Of course,” Onca said, annoyed at the medication making him so
stupid. “Good to see you again, sir.”


Speaking started him coughing and the four-star General leaned
down and held a straw to his lips so that Onca could take a sip of water and
ease his throat.


“This is General Branca,” Alvarez said, introducing the officer at
the foot of the bed.


He was as light-skinned as they came, though his hair was dark.
His face was unlined and close shaved. A man who had spent his life indoors. He
had only two stars on his shoulders where Alvarez had four. 


“Sir,” Onca managed. 


“Honored to meet you, Major,” General Branca said, his voice as
smooth as oil. “Now I can tell my children I met Brazil’s greatest hero.”


“You’re Military Intelligence,” Onca said. 


General Branca stiffened, a frown on his face. “You know me?”


“Never heard of you.”


Alvarez practically grinned at the exchange. 


“I am the Brazilian military envoy to the United Nations Orb
Project.”


Good for you. Onca almost said it but he held
his tongue. The young General so clearly wanted Onca to ask what the United
Nations Orb Project was that he almost felt sorry for him.


“The mission,” Onca asked General Alvarez at his side. “It has
been weeks, yes?”


“Five weeks,” Alvarez said, frowning. “The medical personnel have
kept you informed of your progress, have they not?”


Onca closed his eyes. “I remember people speaking to me, now and
then. I don’t recall much more.”


“Well,” Alvarez said, relaxing and perching himself on the edge of
Onca’s bed. Branca shifted on his feet as if he did not approve. “They grew you
a new kidney and implanted it. They fixed your bones, sewed up your guts and
stitched you back together. You will make a full recovery. Back to a hundred
percent in no time at all, so they assure me.”


“My men,” Onca said. “The mission. What happened to my men?”


Both Generals looked uncomfortable but Alvarez did not flinch from
maintaining eye contact.


“They are all dead. It looked for a while like some might pull
through but they were injured very severely indeed.”


“The whole thing was a trap.”


“Indeed,” Alvarez said, sighing. “A well-planned, coordinated attack
intended to wipe out Sabre Rubro. And in that, I am so sad to say, they largely
succeeded. But you killed the leaders of three of the worst terrorists in the
Americas. Worldwide, even. And you survived. You can rebuild.”


“General, this is nothing but failure. Complete and total failure.
What about Matos? My Operations Controller, Matos Hernandez, he was at the
airport with Maria my Intel Officer and their team?”


“This is where it gets difficult, Onca. I’m sorry but Matos was
killed. Your Intel Officer, Maria, was a double agent.”


“A sleeper agent,” General Branca cut in. 


Alvarez threw him a look that shut the man up.


“How?”


“Knife in Captain Hernandez’s back, straight into the heart. He
didn’t suffer, for what it’s worth. Maria was discovered by one of your techs,
who raised the alarm before she killed him. She herself was killed trying to
escape. She fired on the regular Army guarding the airfield and they shot her
in return. The guard she wounded was a better shot that she was. If only they
had taken her alive.”


Branca spoke up. “She would have blown her brains out rather than
give up—”


“General Branca,” Alvarez snapped. “Your input is not required.”


Branca pursed his lips, as though he was trying to hold in a
smile. 


“She was one of them?” Onca said, the additional failure hitting
him harder even than any of the others. He pictured Matos Hernandez dying alone
with a knife in his back, murdered by a woman that Onca had hired. “I checked
her background. I checked it. More thoroughly than anyone. Every detail of her
life. I even had every essay she wrote analyzed.” Onca shut his mouth, knowing
a stream of pathetic excuses when he heard one. 


General Branca cleared his throat. “With permission, General?”


Alvarez waved his assent.


“You could not have known,” Branca said. “I’ve never seen an agent
in deeper cover. My Cyber Forensics Team called her a genius. We still don’t
know which of the groups she was working for, there’s no record of her ever
going near anyone who could be a terrorist. She was seen, by eye witnesses we
have interviewed, arguing with and even fighting with terrorist sympathizers
while she was at university. But then she was also infatuated with technology
and perhaps she always harbored some kind of respect for the transhumanist
element.”


“Axiom got to her,” Onca said, remembering the man’s brains
splattered across the concrete access tunnel.


“We simply don’t know who or what got to her,” Branca said. “But
none of this is why we’re here.”


Alvarez snapped another look over his shoulder at the two-star
General standing at the foot of the bed. When it had been Colonel Alvarez
commanding the Airborne Assault Battalion that then-Captain Onca had served in,
that look had turned many a Lieutenant into a quivering mess. It had a
diminished but similar effect on General Branca.


“So why are you here?” Onca asked the General. “Do you think I had
something to do with it?”


“Good God, no,” Alvarez said. “Never. We know that, despite your
past with the Army, you are a true son of Brazil. You would never betray your
people. And, in a way, that is why we are here. It is because we need you.”


Onca chanced a look at General Branca, who returned his gaze
without giving anything away.


“I’m not in the Army anymore, General,” Onca said. “Just a
contractor. Or, I was. I don’t have a company anymore.”


“You know,” Alvarez said, after a pause. “You could go back to
doing just that. I know you won’t feel like it now but when you get back to
yourself, back to one hundred percent, then you could rebuild your company.
Start a new cooperative. Your expertise will still be desperately needed,
despite the hammer blow to the terrorists you gave them last month. I mean it,
Onca. Everyone out there in Brazil is mourning Sabre Rubro but they rejoice
that you live. They are crushed at your losses but they see it as a victory, of
sorts and no one blames you. I promise you something else. You still have every
special forces soldier in Brazil ready to join your team. You could go back and
you would continue to keep your people safe from our enemies.”


Onca kept one eye on General Branca, who looked increasingly angry
as Alvarez spoke. 


“My men are dead,” Onca said. “I failed them. That’s it.”


He knew, with absolute certainty, that he should have died with
them. A leader can lose men and a commander can be killed. But there is a good
reason why it is a Captain’s duty to go down with his ship. To be alive when
his men were dead was shameful beyond comprehension. And these Generals, these
agents of the God damned Brazilian Army had denied him that.


“And you should have let me die,” Onca muttered. 


Alvarez pursed his lips. “I understand. You feel deep fried. But I
think I have something for you. A way for you to give even more to your people.
To serve once again. More than you ever have before.”


He almost laughed, bitterness rising like a bad taste in his
mouth. It was as though they had handed him his shame and then offered a way to
take it away, like they were doing him a favor. 


It felt like the old days, all over again.


“You want me to join a United Nations project.” Onca spoke to
General Branca. 


Alvarez smiled. “Even now, drugged to high heaven, he is quick.
Didn’t I tell you he would catch on quick?”


Branca sighed and did everything but literally roll his eyes. 


“What is it?” Onca said. 


“A very special assignment. You would join the military again, and
simply sign a few watertight legal agreements. You would be representing your
country. You see, the United Nations is putting together a special task force.
Each nation on Earth gets to send someone to represent their country. Well,
most of the significant nations, at least. We have to send the very best
soldier or fighter that we have in the entire country. The best man we have,
officer, NCO or enlisted.”


“How do you define the best soldier?” Onca asked, amused.


“In this case, we need a man who is good on his feet, fighting
alone. Hand to hand, close quarters, firearms. An old-fashioned soldier, in many
ways but he has to be smart, creative and driven. Committed. And he has to be
physically elite, in terms of strength, stamina and agility. A world class
specimen.”  


Onca stared at the man. “And you want me to represent
Brazil? I am honored you chose me but I am hospitalized, General. Look at me. I
cannot fight.”


“You will make a full recovery in time to join the project.
Listen, if you choose to accept, we will do more than ensure your recovery. If
you accept, then Brazil will divert enormous financial resources into making
you into even more than you were.”


“Sorry, General. I won’t have any of that augmented shit in me.
Never.”


“I understand, I feel exactly the same way myself. No, this is
just biological enhancements. Extra strength in your bones, stronger muscles
that are more efficient, that kind of thing. You would have faster reaction
times, be able to carry more and run for longer. A dream come true for any
right-thinking man. I know that my old body would welcome feeling young again.
And there’s no risk, none at all, we will have the best surgeons in Brazil
working on you.”


“Only if I agree,” Onca said. “What is the mission?”


“We can’t tell you that,” Branca said, as if he’d been just
waiting for a chance to say it. “Until you sign up.”


Alvarez chuckled. “I’m afraid it’s true.”


“Can you tell me where I would be going, at least?”


“No,” Branca said. 


“The United States,” General Alvarez said. “At least initially.
After that, well. I will tell you after you sign.”


“I can’t be the first person you came to with this?” Onca said,
feeling wary. “I’m the best soldier in Brazil? I’m too old. I’m already slower
than I was.”


“You’re, what, thirty-two? Hardly time yet to hang up your boots.
You’ll be better than ever, far better. Here, read this agreement then sign at
the bottom. Then I can tell you.”


He unfolded a screen and handed it over. Onca scrolled through
dire warnings, page after page of threats. It said nothing other than his
freedom and even his life would be outside of his own hands after he signed. 


“How is this any different to the military?” he asked them.


“Exactly,” General Alvarez said. “You’ve done this before. Simply
do so once more.”


Onca took a deep breath, felt his head spinning. He had no one.
All his friends had been in Sabre Rubro. There was never any family to miss. No
woman who would miss anything of him except his wallet.


There was Lena, of course. And he would have to organize things
with Camilla, now that Matos was gone. Camilla would get Matos’ life insurance
payments and Onca would continue to provide for the girl. All he needed to do
was set the finances up in a such a way that they would never need fear being
poor. 


“You would have to pay me well,” Onca said. 


General Branca frowned but Alvarez grinned. “We would, far in
excess of a Major’s salary. The project is swimming with funding, isn’t it,
Branca.”


“It would be something that we could negotiate,” General Branca
said. 


Alvarez’s face clouded with contempt. “You speak as if it is your
money, you damned tight ass. Major, we would pay you more than a General
earns.”


Branca muttered something under his breath. 


“I appreciate the offer but it is hard to agree to something
without knowing what it will mean.”


“I’ll tell you this,” Alvarez said. “You’ll be going into a
selection process. An international team will be selected to go away for a long
time. You’ll be giving up the rest of your life, probably, to this mission. But
only if you are selected. If you’re the best in the world, you’ll do some of
the most amazing things any man has ever done.”


“You should go to see Enzo Martins,” Onca said. “He’s still in the
service.”


Alvarez nodded. “He’s good. He’s good. A good man, good blood.
Truth is, Onca, we did go to him. First of all, we found this young guy called
Henry Sousa, doubt you know him. He came up real fast soon after you left and
his scores were through the roof. Physically, he could have been breaking world
records in the decathlon or almost any sport he wanted. Smart kid, too.”


“Too smart to say yes?” Onca said. 


“He agreed before I could finish speaking and I told him less than
I’ve told you. Poor kid. Died in his second week up in the USA. Training
accident. Got himself diced to pieces. We begged for a second shot so we went
to see Captain Sousa. They loved him up there. You know what he’s like,
consummate professional, fun to be around. He just wasn’t up to the required
physical standard.”


“Henry wasn’t up to the standard?” Onca said. “Bullshit.”


“You have to understand what we’re talking about. What we’re
offering here. This UN project is looking for the best men in the world. In the
whole world, Onca. Now, Brazil is not going to have a dog in this fight, not
anymore.” Alvarez leaned in. “Unless we send you.”


“Me?” Onca said. “That doesn’t make sense.”


“Look, you’re famous. You were famous before the live stream of
your dawn raid on Abora Biopharma before the buildings collapsed so
dramatically, and now?” He shrugged. “They will only give us this last chance
if you are involved.”


“Look, I appreciate you coming to see me, General. It must be
something important. But I’m just not interested in serving my country again.”


“You don’t get it, Major,” General Branca said, his voice growing
louder. “You don’t understand what’s going on here. You see, you never made it
out of that building alive.”


“Branca,” Alvarez said in warning.


“What’s he talking about?” Onca asked him.


General Branca’s face shone with triumph. “It’s true. Tell him,
General. You never made it out. You died, Onca. You were dragged out of the
rubble, dead as a dry fish. You are legally dead. Do you understand? You were
given a burial just as your men were. We brought you back for this.”


“Brought me back? Are you joking? I’m alive. Clearly, I was never
dead. Perhaps I will sue the military for this deceit—” Onca broke off. His
mind was working so slowly. “You are threatening to kill me if I do not comply,
is that it?”


“No,” Alvarez said. “But your wounds were more severe than any but
the most expensive surgical and medical techniques could deal with. Even you, a
national hero, would not have received such treatment had it not been for our
intervention.”


“I didn’t ask for special treatment. I don’t intend to be held to
something I never agreed to. Are you suggesting that I now owe the military my
life?”


“You owe it to your country,” General Branca said. “As a
Brazilian.”


Is that what I am?


Onca stared at the Military Intelligence General at the foot of
his bed. “I owe it, really?” Onca said. “I haven’t given enough already,
is that what you’re saying?”


“You’re damned right I am,” Branca said. “If you don’t do this
then you are betraying your country. Betraying your people. This is your chance
for undoing some of this horrific failure you have committed. You’ve fucked up
so badly that Abora Biopharma has threatened to relocate to Mexico. Billions,
probably trillions of dollars might be lost. If you don’t do this then Brazil
will not have any place at the table, we’ll be relegated to—”


“Branca!” General Alvarez barked the name, stood and stalked to
the end of the bed. He paused and lowered his voice, speaking with extreme
control. “Why don’t you wait outside?”


General Branca stood up straight, puffed his narrow chest out.
“I’m afraid I can’t do that, General Alvarez. I am a General, too, and it is my
responsibility to see that no disclosure is made to the—”


“You are a General by courtesy only,” Alvarez said, still speaking
softly but with enough menace to cut the other man off. “And I said get out of
here before I roll you into a ball and kick you through the window.”


Branca’s mouth twisted to one side and his face twitched as if he
was thinking through his chances of resisting the will of the Special Forces
legend that was General Alvarez. 


The junior General stomped away, throwing open and shutting the
door behind him so hard that the window glass rattled. 


Alvarez turned, apologetically, back to Onca and returned to his
side. 


Onca watched him, trying to work out if the whole scene had been
planned and acted out on his behalf.


“Military Intelligence,” Alvarez said, shaking his head as if he
was disappointed they existed. “Listen, I’m going to tell you the truth,
alright, son?”


That would be a first.


“Alright, sir.”


“This project might have the title of a UN mission but it is so
much more than that. It began as civilian-led, and to be honest, it still is
but the world’s military services have been much more involved in the past few
years. It is not possible to overstate the importance of this mission, of this
project. You want to be part of this, Onca. I swear to you that you will not
regret it. We will make you better than you ever have been. Imagine that. And
then you will get the chance to test yourself against the best in the world.
And that’s before the mission even begins. You were made for this.”


“And if I don’t sign up?”


Alvarez looked to the heavens. “If General Branca were in here, he
would continue to threaten you. He would say that you owe your life to the
Army. I know, I know. They already threw you out. Nevertheless, it is true.
They brought you back to life here. Now, personally, I would like nothing more
than to shake you by the hand, thank you for your service and send you on your
way. But these Orb Project people? The normal rules do not apply to them. These
people, they would likely leave you in the state that they found you in.
Legally speaking? It would not be murder. As far as the world knows, you are
already dead. I can imagine how easily the devious, evil little sons of bitches
would do it, too. Can’t you? You might imagine one of the military hospital APs
here being sent an authorized treatment plan and it includes an injection with
an inhuman volume of morphine or something else deadly. And the AP nurses here,
you’ve seen them, all they can do is follow orders, blindly doing their duty
without a thought in their idiot heads. They’d stroll in here, shoot it up into
your drip here and that would be it. No more Major Onca. A real death, this
time. A permanent death. And no one even has to feel like a murderer. You have
to give it to these people, my friend, they are truly devious. Devious, indeed.
As for me, of course, I would hate for anything like that to happen to you but
who am I compared to our government? I cannot fight them. And neither can you.
Here, my dear friend, do your duty. Help Brazil, one last time.”


Do your duty or we will kill you. Same old army.


Onca sighed, drugged, exhausted but conscious enough to know when
he was in a corner. He pressed his thumb to the screen and it beeped, glowed
green. 


Alvarez beamed. “You are a true hero, son.”


Go fuck yourself, you slimy piece of shit.


“Alright, General. You got your way. You and your lapdog out
there. Now, tell me about my mission.”


“I’m afraid I still can’t tell you what the mission is until you
are selected. And this is something that you must achieve. You must.”


Onca snorted. “What do you mean, I must be selected? Another
threat?”


Alvarez stood, shedding the last of his false joviality. “Plenty
of time for us to get into that. Let’s just say for now that it would be in
your best interest to be selected. And in the best interests of your loved
ones.”


Onca stiffened. My loved ones? He had no loved ones. There
was only one person that Alvarez might be referring to but no one knew about
Lena. Or his brief relationship with her mother. Or did they?


Forcing himself to remain calm, Onca nodded, as if making a
commitment to the General. “Can’t tell me anything at all? Not even where this
operation is going to be?”


“I can tell you that you that it is somewhere very far away. And
somewhere very dangerous.”


“Europe?”


General Alvarez had a strange, distant look in his heavily lined
eyes. 


“It’s space, Major. When you are selected for the final
mission, you will be sent into deep space. Long distance. Long duration. And
you might never make it back to Earth.”


 


 
















 


2. ONCA’S RISE


 


The military base was out in the desert in the southwestern part
of the United States of America, hundreds of miles from the nearest town. They
flew him in on a cargo flight along with a bunch of support personnel and
massive crates of equipment and supplies. He had changed planes twice already
before boarding the massive cargo plane and along the way he had been shunted
from place to place as if he were no more important than any other piece of
cargo. There was no escort and no conversation possible in the hold where he
lay on a taut cargo net, supported by a web of bungee cord, and got as much
sleep as he could. The noise was so all-encompassing that it enveloped you in a
cloud of vibration and became almost pleasant, if you allowed it to be.


He felt like a young recruit again, heading into the unknown.
Heading from being a medium sized killer-fish in the little pond of the
short-lived slums outside Sao Paulo into the huge world of the Brazilian Army.
Again, and again joining the Air Mobile, the Special Forces Brigade. But by
that point, he was already making a name for himself. 


Already, even before he landed at the base in the desert, he was
getting the distinct impression that he would not be much of anything in the
United States. The American crew and personnel ignored him.


When the rear ramp lowered, he was hit with a blast of air so hot
and dry it was like opening the door to an oven, his eyes overwhelmed by the
sudden flood of white phosphorus-bright sunlight.


Onca grabbed his gear and followed the American down into the
tarmac and took a look around, blinking away the glare.


The airstrip was wide and bustling with cargo planes, transport
helicopters, air defense drones and the crew servicing them. Dominating
everything was the sky. So vast and blue and bright that it hurt to look at it
and the sun seared his skin. He tasted dust and hot oil. The men unloading the
cargo shouted friendly abuse at each other as they worked, seemingly something
common to the profession the world over.


One of the cars weaving about through the streams of personnel
pulled to a stop in front of him, cutting him off. 


“You Rafael Onca Santos?” the driver called out, grinning. He was
a sergeant but young, his dark face shining in the dusty heat. “Major Santos?
I’m Samuels, jump in, sir.”


They raced off toward the base, motor whirring as Sergeant Samuels
put his foot down and careened between people and vehicles with the suicidal
abandon of every young soldier in control of a jeep.


“So, you’re the new Brazilian, sir?” Samuels shouted. 


“I guess I am.”


“Hey, don’t take this the wrong way, sir. It’s just no other
country’s been able to send replacements out here. How come Brazil is so
special anyway? Sir.”


Onca chose to ignore the question. He didn’t know the answer anyway.



“Where we going, Sergeant?”


“Uh, taking you to the General, sir. She probably wants to give
you the tour herself.”


“The General is a woman?” Onca asked. Typical UN, Onca thought. 


“Sure as shit she is,” Samuels said. “Uh, sir. She’s General
Richter.”


“Okay, got it.”


“You don’t know her, sir?” Samuels asked, glancing at Onca. “It’s
just you don’t seem impressed.”


“Never heard of her,” Onca said. “But I have served under and
alongside female officers. It’s fine, Samuels. I know they can make effective
administrators. 


The sergeant laughed, shaking his head. “I’d like to see you say
that to her face, sir.”


“What’s the setup here? Where do I bunk, where’s the mess?
Actually…” Onca looked around. “Where even am I?”


“Huh? This is Patton. The George S. Patton Training Center, so it
says on the signs and the maps. But don’t be fooled. Training center, it ain’t.
That’s just to make it sound uninteresting and stop anyone taking too close a
look. What we really have here, sir, is a military base bigger than beta-class
cities, hosting an infantry battalion and an aviation wing with that gigantic airfield.
There’s also a logistics group and an engineering support battalion and plenty
of other units spread out all over. And all of it just to hide the fact that
UNOP is here in force, with the selection program.” Samuels laughed and shook
his head.


“You do not mean they established a base here just to camouflage
the UNOP program?” Onca said.


“I know, crazy, right? Especially as this is western Nevada. I
mean it’s pretty much Army, Navy or Air Force from state border to state border
anyway, so who would notice another bunch of lunatics playing in the sand?”


Onca took in the lines of fences and patrol towers in the
distance, in all directions. “These regular forces are not just providing
intelligence cover. They are defending the perimeter.”


“Sure, that too, I guess. We have to be ready to repel any attack.
Lot of crazy terrorists out there, sir.”


“What do you know about the UNOP program? This selection process.
Who are the others who came before me, what are they doing?”


The man shuffled in his seat. “Not sure if I’m supposed to really
talk about that, sir.”


“Did anyone order you not to talk to me?” Onca glared at the young
Sergeant, who glanced over and grinned. 


“Right, well, everyone has been here since January so you got four
or five months to catch up on. Tell you the truth, I’m surprised they let you
in, sir. Not sure what you’re supposed to do if you missed months of tests and
everything.”


“What tests have I missed?”


Aides to the Generals Branca and Alvarez had briefed him on what
to expect before they had packed him off. Onca had gotten the distinct
impression that they were either hiding things from him or they were hiding how
ignorant Brazil was about UNOP’s inner workings. 


“I just mean the physical tests and the proficiencies tests and
that kind of thing, you know.”


“I do not know, Sergeant.”


“Right. Sure. The tests are like endurance races of ultramarathon
distances and they do sprints. Reaction time tests. Then there’s shooting range
tests with every weapon you can think of. Hand to hand combat. Plus, tactical
tests, timed runs in the Killing House. There’s written tests, too. VR stuff.
They get tested in the midday sun, inside the deep freezer rooms, they do a lot
of this with and without all kinds of combat gear, plus space suits. They test
everything, sir. Trying to find the best of the best of the best. The best
cubed, you know what I mean?”


At a right angled, blind corner, the jeep almost plowed through a
group of US Army soldiers undergoing physical training in formation. The driver
yanked the wheel so drastically that the jeep cornered on two wheels. Onca
grabbed the roll bar handle over his head and slammed a hand on his bag to stop
it falling out. Samuels span the wheel back and the jeep bounced down on all
four wheels again, swerving away from a decorative stone wall around an
administration building off the side of the road.


Onca glanced over at his driver. “Are you qualified to operate
this vehicle, Sergeant?”


“I work for the General, sir. Sometimes my duties require me to
drive. Most of the time, I work in the HQ.”


“Are we in a particular hurry?”


“Sorry, sir, I just don’t get out much. Here we are. Follow me,
please, sir. Let me take your bag, sir.”


The HQ was a huge building, all concrete and industrial steel but
dressed up with squared off, sparsely-planted flower beds. An ostentatious
statement in the middle of a desert, for all their scrawniness.


Onca only had to wait a half hour before he was shown into the General’s
office, which in senior officer terms is practically being rushed straight
inside. The General sat behind her desk, an aide at her shoulder holding out a
screen for her signature. Onca stood at ease in the center of the room and
waited.


“Major Santos,” the General said. “I’m dreadfully glad that you
are able to join us. However, you must understand that you are exceedingly late
to the party.”


“Yes, General. But I am here now.”


“Your file is most impressive. And I have heard of you, of course.
Most importantly for us, your preliminary test scores and your biotech
enhancements would seem to qualify you for our selection program. Assuming they
are accurate.”


He allowed the final insult to the integrity of the Brazilian
authorities, did not rise to the bait.  He had far less faith in their honesty
than anyone could.


“Yes, General.”


“You have a steep mountain to climb and I’m not sure there is
enough time for you to reach the summit. But I can assure you I will give you
every opportunity to do so. Now, I’m sure after your travels you will wish to
rest today so Captain Williams will show you to your quarters. Tomorrow you can
begin the program. Welcome to Patton. And welcome to UNOP.”


She picked up her screen and the aide, Williams, stepped up. A
typical rear echelon type, with obsequiousness written all over his pasty face.



“This way, Major,” Captain Williams said. “If you please.”


“Actually, General,” Onca said. She looked up, surprised. “I have
been resting for so many hours that I lost count somewhere over the Gulf of
Mexico. I would prefer to get started right away.”


She raised an eyebrow, her mouth twitched at the corner. Then she
nodded once at her aide Captain Williams and picked up her screen again.  


“The teams are at the rifle range, sir,” the aide said. “Please,
follow me.”


Onca fought down the urge to salute the General before he left.
Either there was no saluting at the base or they just weren’t saluting him.
Either way, he decided, he would not be the only chump throwing one-way
salutes.


Another jeep ride. He jumped in the front passenger seat again,
beside the waiting Sergeant Samuels. This appeared to irritate Captain
Williams, who climbed into the rear and snapped instructions at the driver. 


The rifle range was four kilometers away on the far side of the
base, opposite the airfield. Even with the Sergeant’s suicidal driving
technique, it took a long time to get there, weaving through the wide streets
of the base, past parade grounds and barracks blocks and training grounds. 


“Looks like a real base,” Onca said to the Sergeant next to him.


“It is real,” Williams shouted from the back seat. The Sergeant
kept his mouth shut. “It’s home to the Eleventh Rapid Response Force, US Army.”



“But Sergeant Samuels was just telling me how this is all fake,”
Onca said. “Just to distract from the UNOP activity.”


The Sergeant’s face was expressionless.


“Not at all,” Captain Williams said from the back. “It’s a working
base. The conventional forces do provide physical security for the Project and
also help to keep prying minds from enquiring about all the activity going on
here. The media and the locals don’t have any reason to be more curious about
this base than anyone would be about any other.”


“Locals?” Onca asked over his shoulder. He could not imagine anyone
choosing to live in a desert.


“Well,” Captain Williams chuckled. “There’s a town about two
hundred kilometers due west of here but all that’s there is a couple of bars
and a whorehouse for the mining community.”


“Sounds like my kind of place.”


Williams laughed in a high-pitched snort, his nerves showing. 


“So, the Eleventh RRB provide security,” Onca said. “Do you get
terrorist attacks here?”


“No more than any other military base. We get the usual bomb
drones flying in from time to time but the AA net picks them off far over the
horizon. We’ve not seen any other forms of attack, thank goodness. But then,
they must know they’d never breach our perimeter.”


“You’d be surprised what a terrorist will do even if he knows it’s
a lost cause.”


“Of course, this is your area of expertise, is it not?”


You’re god damned right it is. 


Onca nodded. “Spent most of my career in counter-terrorism.”


“It’s in your file.” Williams edged forward. “In the Brazilian
Army and then you set up a cooperative with many former comrades. How did that
happen?”


“The Army and I had a minor disagreement,” Onca said. 


“Oh,” Williams sounded embarrassed. “Well, you will enjoy speaking
to Hiroko Takamura, she was a counter-terrorist operative for the Japanese
Defense Force. And Pia Norris ran a private military outfit, too, now I think
about it.”


Onca turned slowly in his seat. “Two of your potential operatives
here are women?”


William’s looked blankly back. “Er,” he sputtered. “Women, yes. Of
course. In fact, there are nine women still in the running, out of thirty. Why
would there not be?”


Onca sighed and turned back. If they were letting women get this
far in the selection process, then Onca knew he had been lied to about the
stringency of the tests. No matter how much you wanted it to be the case, the
elite cubed could never include women. They were just too small, too weak and
too slow. Some of them were good shots but they generally lacked the
aggressiveness and decisiveness of men.


He also knew then that his chances of being the best of everyone
had improved quite considerably. 


But he said none of that to Captain Williams, who spluttered his
outrage at the mere expression of surprise that women be involved. That was
Americans for you.


The sounds of the rifles cracked in the desert air long before the
jeep crested the last rise and pulled to a stop. 


Around fifty people arrayed along the firing line, which was
exceptionally long indeed. The targets beyond stretched far into the swirling, miraged
air down range and they resounded with the impacts of the rounds fired by the
soldiers nearer to him. The men and women stood or lay prone or in various
stances and positions, shooting everything from pistols to machine guns. Tables
groaning with the weight of weapons lay in a shaded area to one side, covered
with awnings to protect the metal from getting too hot to touch with bare
hands. Instructors or advisers spoke to some of the shooters while others
recorded, tapping away on screens or filming and recording narration. Above, a
swarm of drones buzzed. At the periphery, far from the action but poised and
ready for action, were six mobile AA units, their barrels and rocket pods
pointed up and out, ready to intercept missiles or bomb drones. 


Captain Williams leaned in and shouted in his ear. “Come on. I
will introduce you. To the Colonel.”


They crunched over to the shaded area toward a man who sat hunched
in a plastic lawn chair with a big black sheet over his head fluttering like
parachute fabric. On the way over, Onca took care to note which of the thirty
shooters reacted to his appearance. Some of them turned and stared openly and
those he marked as the ones who would come for him first. They were, generally,
the biggest and strongest, physically and had the highest levels of
testosterone. It would be their nature to attempt to assert their dominance
over a new male entering the group.


“Colonel Boone,” Captain Williams announced. “I have Major Santos,
up from Brazil, finally.”


The figure pulled his blanket, revealing that the Colonel was a
hulking great muscle man. Under the blanket, he had a screen with a 3D display,
which was washed out and practically invisible in the desert sun. He had the
kind of dense, taught flesh that came after decades of juicing and heavy
lifting. The military-style buzz cut suggested he felt ready to bang on a
helmet and march off to war at a moment’s notice. His skin was deeply tanned
and his face lined from all the sun and wind and life he had experienced.


“Major,” the Colonel said, his voice as tough and sand-blasted as
the rest of him. “Or should that be former-Major?”


“I usually go by Onca, Colonel.” 


“Alright,” the grizzled giant said, slouching back in his plastic
chair. “You know, it’s a funny thing. I heard you were dead, Onca. Heard they
dropped a building on your head.”


Onca shrugged. “I’ve survived worse.”


Colonel Boone grunted a couple of times, which Onca presumed was
meant to be a laugh. “You’ve done some great things and no doubt you would have
done some great things here. Unfortunately, you’re late. I don’t know how you
will get up to speed quickly enough to avoid the cut. We have a bar here,
Onca.” The Colonel held out one massive forearm, covered in a riverine
landscape of bulging veins, over his lap and parallel to the ground. He slowly
lifted his arm upward. “Every day, we move this bar up. This bar represents the
minimum standards every individual here must meet in order to avoid being cut.
It is this bar which motivates the people to achieve truly superhuman standards
in shooting, stamina, strength and combat ability, measured by tactical
awareness, battlescape management, CBQ and hand-to-hand combat both armed and
unarmed, with a variety of weapons, tactics, and operational outcomes.”


“No problem.”


“I don’t think you understand, Onca. You won’t have time to reach
the standard set by the previous weeks and months of training here. I’m afraid
that this is going to be a short trip for you. I hope that you enjoyed your
time in the United States.”


Back when Onca had applied for the Special Forces Brigade, during
the selection process the officers in charge had attempted to demotivate the
applicants, repeatedly questioning your commitment and your ability. I’m sorry,
son, they would say. I’m sorry but you’re just not what we’re looking for. You
don’t have what it takes. Why not quit now? You’re embarrassing yourself, you
would make it easier on everyone if you bailed now.


“What do I need to achieve, Colonel?” Onca asked. “In order to
stay until the end of the day.”


The big man paused, his parachute-blanket half over his head. “I’m
sure you’re confident of success. That’s because you don’t understand what
you’re up against. These aren’t ordinary soldiers we have here.”


“I’m not ordinary either.”


“I’ve seen your file, I know what upgrades they’ve given you. I
bet you feel like you could hurdle the moon but, compared to what we have here,
your toughened bones and high-efficiency muscles ain’t going to mean dick.”


“I wasn’t talking about my upgrades.”


The Colonel grunted. “Everyone thinks they’re special shit. You
know we had close to two hundred heroes at the start of this process and every
one of them was the best in the world. Thirty left, the best of the best.”


Onca turned and surveyed the row of people firing downrange. 


“Who’s the best shot?”


Colonel Boone glanced at his aides and at Captain Williams.


“Who’s bottom of the pile today?” 


“Char Debusey, right now, sir,” of the aides said, reading off a
screen.


“Out-shoot that woman,” Boone said, “and maybe you can stay
another day.”


Before the Colonel buried his head under the blanket again, Onca
was sure he saw a small grin on the man’s big, grizzled face.


When Onca strutted over to the weapons tables on the way to the
shooting line, the looks from the others became increasingly overt. It was
clear than many of them had augmentation biotech implanted into their flesh. Three
of them wore bulky, power-assisted armor.


“Welcome to the program, sir,” the quartermaster behind the table
said. He was stripped to the waist but had the bearing of a senior NCO. “Can I
interest you in a weapon today?”


“What do I have to use?” Onca asked Captain Williams. “To beat
this person called Char Debusey.”


Williams pursed his pink mouth and peered down the line, lowering
his shades and squinting. “She’s using the M-32 battle rifle.”


“That’s this one, right?”


The quartermaster kept a perfect NCO blank expression. “No, sir.
That’s the M-42. This is the 32.”


“I’m sure you don’t need to use exactly the same weapon that she
is using,” Williams said. “What is your preferred loadout?”


“For a battle rifle? Most of my career I used the IMBAL AD-9.
Which you won’t have. But I have trained with many weapons. I will use the
M-32.”


The quartermaster grinned, presumably believing that he was seeing
an arrogant man who was about to be embarrassed. But Onca knew weapons. He had
trained extensively with the M-42 and used an M-32 when choosing gear for Sabre
Rubro. Some soldiers become extremely attached to particular weapons and speak
evangelically about this or that manufacturer or specific variant. It made a
certain amount of sense. It takes time to become completely used to a weapon’s
idiosyncrasies. Balance, optimum rate of fire, the location of every button and
mechanism, the most comfortable stance. And although no one weapon could excel
at everything, some weapons were objectively better than others. Yet, once you
got to the upper echelons of small arms manufacturers, almost every product
they offered was simply an accurate and reliable tool for putting high-velocity
rounds into a target.


“Thirty-two rounds in the magazines?” Onca asked. “Safety here,
firing mode, magazine release here? And it pushes the first round into the
chamber automatically, right?”


“Right on all counts, sir.”


He took the M-32 to the firing position they directed him to and
lay down to zero the telescopic sight. On the rocky desert floor, they had
bolted alloy grills along the long row at the head of the firing range,
elevating them a few centimeters above the hot sand blowing just underneath.
Atop the grills were plates, two meters’ square or so, each with a huge white
number. Onca lay down on the number forty-two, amazed that it was cool to the
touch. He had seen plenty of non-conducting alloys before. He even owned guns
made from them. But there must have been tons of the stuff at the firing range,
costing who knew how many millions of dollars. In Brazil, they would have just
thrown a blanket down on the ground. Typical Americans. 


Around him, many of his new comrades eyed him with open curiosity.
He ignored them, for now. He needed to focus completely on the task at hand and
would leave the others for later. Captain Williams ducked down beside him and
held out a small case with a pair of ear protectors inside. Onca nodded his
thanks as he pushed them in.


The telescopic sight was medium strength with a wide-angle lens,
ideal for medium range and multiple targets. He lined up on the hundred-meter
target and fired. It was only a few centimeters out, high and to the left so he
needed no more than five shots to be sure he had the sight zeroed for that
range. He did the same at two hundred and three hundred meters until he was
getting such a tight grouping that the holes in his target tore a gaping,
ragged hole in the center. 


“I’m ready for the test,” Onca called to Captain Williams, who was
standing a few paces behind him. 


Williams approached as Onca stood and reloaded. “Nice shooting.
They’ve programmed a standard sequence. You’ll fire standing, in a static
position. You’ll have targets pop up along this corridor from twenty meters to
four hundred meters. Targets will be fully extended from point-five up to three
seconds. There will be between sixty and eighty targets. One round for each is
a score and the closer to the center of the target, the higher the score.
Questions?”


Onca shook his head, tucked two additional magazines in his belt,
planted his feet and pulled the rifle into his shoulder. If the targets would
come as close as twenty meters, he would have to go in and out of the
telescopic sight.


“Ready?” Williams asked. 


The other shooters slowed or stopped. He felt the eyes of dozens
turn toward him.


Block them out. Only you exist. Only you and your target. 


“Yes.”


A tone sounded from underneath him and the first target popped up
from out of the ground, white on the desert red rock and sand beneath and
behind. 


The biological improvements they had made to his body were always
there, always working. The doctors called them passive enhancements because
they did not require activation but there was nothing passive about what they
did to him. He felt clearer of mind, stronger of limb, and full of energy from
the moment he woke until he lay down at night. There had been little enough
time for practice with his new and improved biological systems but every run
and workout had been electrifying, every combat training session a revelation.


He put a round in the center and snapped the rifle to the next
target, popping up at eighty meters, and squeezed the firing button. Center.
His improved eyes tracked to the next target, one hundred and fifty meters. His
improved nervous system pulled his aim over and his muscles held him precisely
on target as his reticule met the spot he wanted to hit.


Time after time, he reacted, locked on, fired and tracked to the
next. All other senses—the muffled crack of the weapon banging in his hands
with each shot, the cases flying away in his peripheral vision, the feel of men
gathering to the sides and behind—were distant, secondary to his primary focus.
His world narrowed to tracking, moving, firing, tracking. 


As the thirty-second round left the barrel, Onca ejected the
magazine, tracked to the next target, pulled the next from his belt and slid it
home, repositioned slightly and fired the shot into the center.


The targets sped up during the next phase of the test, appearing in
rapid succession. He went through the mag in no time at all, then reloaded,
expecting the next phase to be tougher still. 


He was right. Two targets began appearing at once, then three at
the same time, often one at close range and the other at the farthest distance.
Each would be up for a different amount of time, so the order of shooting was
important yet the timings appeared to be random. Usual practice was to take out
the nearest targets first as they were, generally, the most dangerous so Onca stuck
with that consistently. Sometimes it was the wrong choice and making all of his
shots was difficult but sometimes you have to choose a strategy and see it
through.


After the third mag change, he tracked back and forth until the
sound chimed beneath him. He was hot. Incredibly hot, with sweat running down
him all over. Sensations of the world came flooding back in. The blue-white
glare of the sky, the oven-heat of the air and desert rock underneath him. 


He made his weapon safe and turned to check his score with
Williams. 


The whole firing line was silent, turned to face him. His new
colleagues had stopped their own tests, their own practice, to watch him. The
new guy.


Behind, Colonel Boone stood, legs planted in gritty sand, huge
arms crossed over his chest. His aides fluttered around him.


“How did I do?” Onca shouted to the Colonel, walking toward him.


The huge officer flicked his eyes to Williams.


Out of the corner of his eye, Onca saw Captain Williams nod once. 


“Welcome to UNOP, Major Santos,” Colonel Boone said, then looked
at the Captain again. “Take him to Disclosure.”


 


***


 


Inside the briefing room, Onca took a seat while Williams closed
the blinds and lowered the lights. 


“You know that UNOP stands for United Nations Orb Project,”
Williams said as he took a seat opposite Onca at the boardroom-style table.
“And you know that this mission will involve a journey in space. But I wonder
if your government has told you exactly what the mission entails? And why we
need a soldier such as yourself to be part of it.”


Onca shrugged. “I assume it relates to the Mars colonies. Or
perhaps some other base further away. So many people are going up every month,
now. I am willing to bet that there is a risk of splinter groups forming,
perhaps terrorist activity following our colonists.”


Williams shook his head. “There is no terrorist activity in space.
We vet everyone extremely thoroughly.”


So did I. There is no way to be sure about anyone other than
yourself.


“What is the mission, then?”


Williams typed on the surface of the table and a screen glowed
into life on the wall beyond the head of the table. 


It showed a silvered disk on a black background. No, the disk was
more like a chrome ball, shining in the darkness. 


“This is the Orb.” Williams spoke softly. With reverence, perhaps.
“This object is four kilometers in diameter.”


“Who built this?” Onca asked. 


“We don’t know.”


Onca looked at him. “The Chinese?”


Williams let out a tiny laugh. “It appeared in our solar system
decades ago.”


“No,” Onca said. “No, no. The Ascension Leak videos? They’re not
real? I don’t believe you.”


Williams nodded. “It is true. The footage from the Ascension was
captured over forty years ago, during the first manned mission to the Orb. Of
course, none of the Artificial Persons companies wanted it to get out and most
governments supported them. Everyone had a stake in the truth not coming out
that the ship’s Artificial Persons had woken into some sort of self-awareness.”


There was not much in the world that reached Onca on an emotional
level but he felt like he had been kicked in the guts. He found his head in his
hands.


“You mean that APs truly are capable of consciousness?” All the
terrorist groups he had been fighting for years believed in the veracity of the
Ascension Leaks. Onca could not believe that he had been wrong all this time. 


“The APs nowadays have been thoroughly revised since then. They’ve
been continuously iterated and optimized for decades. No, the early years in
the AP industry was barely regulated but now it’s all been sorted out. We even
employ them in the Project. Anyway, nothing excuses the way those terrorists
behave. Kill the lot of them, that’s what I say. You and your men are bloody
heroes, no doubt about that. So, you have seen the Ascension Leak videos?”


Onca rubbed his face. “Enough of them to convince me they were
fakes. You’re saying it’s all true? A mission to visit aliens?”


“Clearly, the AP named Max spoke pure nonsense for hour after hour
and came to highly critical conclusions about our society but the voyage happened
just as he described. Max, the Artificial Person, was one of the last survivors
of that mission. He boarded the Orb and took readings, recorded the internal
structures and so on. The Orb was empty. No aliens. Nothing alive. Nothing
moving. No one home. Then the Orb communicated with us once more, telling us to
send a champion back in thirty years.”


Onca sat up straighter. “So, you recruited us.”


“No. That first champion already went. Unfortunately, the idiot
civilians running the project went and sent a goddamned politician.”


“I don’t understand.”


The Captain raised his eyebrows. “UNOP misinterpreted the alien
communications. They did not realize it was to be a fight. You see, they
assumed we were invited for a conversation. The Orb signals with the outer
layer changing color but it also sends genuine radio signals, right at us,
right at our ships and satellites. It told us that we were in line for a whole
lot of wonderful gifts. Gifts of technology and so on. What a tease, right? So,
we thought they would hand them over. We were wrong. I’m going to show you what
happened when we sent a diplomat into a death match with a monster.”


Williams brought up video of a group of men and women walking
through darkness, lit by personal flashlights gleaming from everyone’s shoulder
or chest. Headcams recorded bare heads, overalls and what looked like
Navy-style uniforms. They were clumped together like frightened sheep, no
spacing at all. 


“This is on that Orb? If it’s four kilometers’ diameter, how are
they walking normally?”


“Gravity on the alien structure was ninety percent of Earth’s. We
don’t know how it does it.”


Onca jabbed a finger at the screen. “No space suits? Breathing
apparatus?”


“The first mission discovered that the Orb replicates our
atmosphere pretty well. When they went on this second mission that we’re
watching now, the atmosphere was subtly different. It stank of sulfur, for one thing,
but it was perfectly safe for humans too. Pressure, humidity, oxygen. Made for
us.”


“Are those the only military personnel?” Onca pointed out a
handful of men at the front and rear with assault rifles and combat gear.


“They honestly thought it was a diplomatic mission. The military
liaisons from pretty much every member country had to gang up to lobby for this
many. Not that it turned out to be important. There was nothing they could do
to save the ambassador.”


“Were they amateurs? Why are they sticking so close to the main
group?”


Williams shrugged. “The UNOP Marine Corp was pretty new back then.
No one really expected them to be utilized and there was no drive to recruit
the best people. Just anyone willing to give up the Earth, possibly forever.”


Onca glanced at the Captain. “A soldier takes that chance every
time he takes any mission.”


“Alright, so the boarding party reach this huge chamber, okay?
Look at it, a hundred meters a side, no openings but the one they just came
through. The scale of this place is inhuman. It’s no wonder they were so
scared.”


On screen, the group clustered and fussed around the finely dressed,
upright older gentleman who was the ambassador. 


“See that one section of wall is this kind of force field thing?
It is not something you want to touch. They test it here, watch.”


Williams skipped to a section where a gaggle of tech nerds
gathered at one corner of it and lowered metal rods and other things into a square
of swirling, semi-transparent wall. Each item was fried off, instantly,
wherever it touched the force field. 


“That would be a useful device,” Onca said. 


“I heard our UNOP Research and Development guys have produced
something like it but only at a smaller scale and it takes an absurd amount of
power to generate and contain. That means it’s not deployable. But one day,
maybe. Who knows.”


“So, here’s the bit you’ll want to know about. Ambassador Malcolm
Diaz stands in the center of the force field and it chimes three times. You
hear that? It means the Orb is about to open up.”


The center of the swirling screen blinked open to reveal to the
cameras a vast chamber beyond. Above, the ceiling arched over in a dome shape,
like an upturned bowl. Other than Diaz, it was empty. The low light came from
everywhere, diffused and even. There was no cover at all, no good firing
positions. 


The far side was so distant that it barely showed up on the camera.



“Dimensions?” 


“It’s like four hundred meters across. Two hundred high. Like I
said, the scale is inhuman.”


The forcefield was back in place, blurring the image but Onca
could see enough to know the ambassador was alone.


“You said there was a monster? An alien?”


“Yep, watch the far side.”


A shape appeared on the far side. Hundreds of meters away from the
camera and blurred but it grew larger as it approached. A yellow shape against
a dark background.  


“That’s the monster,” Williams said. 


 “I suppose that is my cue,” the Ambassador said on the screen,
half turning to the camera behind him. He and the others in the crew indulged
in a bit of back and forth banter. Everyone was excited, extremely tense,
covering their terror with appallingly false bravado. 


Diaz squared his shoulders, straightened up and marched out into
the great, empty space. It was a long walk to the center, two hundred meters.
Williams sped up the footage until the cameras zoomed in past the ambassador
and focused as best they could on the yellow shape. The monster. The alien. 


The creature was bizarre. Onca sat up and leaned forward. The
alien was shaped like a circle. A wheel. The shape of the monster was a thick
wheel with six spokes, no, legs. Each leg had a large, flat pad. All six
appeared to touch the ones either side, so they fit together almost without a
gap between them to form the rim of the wheel shape. Two long arms stuck out
from the hub at the center perpendicular to the legs. It looked strong. Heavy.


It was big. Bigger than a man.


At the ends of the arms were what had to be the most dangerous
weapons the creature had. The hands at the ends of the arms had three long
fingers and at the end of the fingers, claws. They had to be. Long,
wicked-looking claws.


The ambassador was unarmed.


The alien lumbered toward the human, growing larger and larger.
The man seemed to grow ever smaller. 


Onca could barely believe what he was seeing.


“It is two meters tall?” Onca asked. “Perhaps more?”


“The diameter is two point eight meters,” Williams said. 


On screen, the ambassador drew to a stop. His fear was written in
his posture. The man’s shoulders were drawn up, his head lowered as if he was
being pulled into himself.


The alien monster kept coming.


The two arms rolled over and over, sticking out from the central
hub. Huge, long, knobbled arms ending in three-pronged hands. They stuck out to
both sides, rolling over and over, with the legs and central hub closing in on
the ambassador.


“Greetings,” the man said, attempting to sound imposing and
powerful. “I am Ambassador Malcolm Diaz and I am here representing humanity,
which is my species and for my planet, which is called Earth, and all the lifeforms
that we share it with.”


The alien did not stop. 


Its feet made a soft thump-thump-thump on the black tiles, growing
louder as it cartwheeled up to the man. It was a monster half his height again,
surely many times his weight, with the long arms twirling and the hub seemingly
without eyes or mouth or any features at all other than lumpen sockets where
the limbs met the hub. 


The ambassador finally realized the danger that he was in but for
some reason he did not flee as the alien leaped ahead and accelerated the final
few meters, charging him down. 


Probably he was just too old and slow and his instinct, such as it
was, took over far too late. He barely completed a half-turn before the great
yellow monster was on him. Onca assumed the thing would run him over like an
automobile accident. Instead, it swerved, pivoting on one of the feet and
slashed a long arm into the man. The blow smashed straight down into his head
and chest with incredible force. 


Earth’s ambassador snapped in half at the spine and the blow
ripped on through and blew the man's chest apart in an explosion of bright
blood. The man’s skull was crushed so completely that it disappeared into
pieces.


The alien spun, turned, rolled back and smacked into the body
against the floor repeatedly, gathering smashed parts to break further into
pieces. The body was obliterated further with every blow. Shredded strips of
clothing hung sodden with chunks of flesh as the blood-splattered creature
flailed into the gore, flinging it everywhere.


Then it simply turned and rolled back the way it had come. Its
feet left a trail of blood, glinting in the dimness.


Williams paused the video.


Every now and then in life, Onca knew, there came a shifting of
reality. No doubt, it happened often in childhood but perhaps only once or
twice after you became a man. New information that suddenly forces a new
perspective on life that changes everything. It changes the memories of your
past, knowing what you know now, and that knowledge will alter the course of
your future. Your perception has changed, slid 1mm to the left and now every
surface has a different shine, every color a different hue.


All his life, it was people who were the biggest danger.
When he was a child it had been the thugs and the organized criminals. Later,
it was the other recruits or his instructors and senior officers. For the
longest time, it had been the pro-AP terrorist groups of South America. Now,
Onca knew that alien monsters existed, that they were hostile and that the
armed forces of Earth were preparing a response.


He almost felt a switch being flicked in his brain, almost heard
the sound of a key turning inside his head.


And then he was back. Everything the same. Everything forever
different.


“Did the Marines attack?” Onca asked. 


“The transparent forcefield structure remained in place and they
could not get through immediately. It parted only when the alien had exited the
arena. They sponged up Ambassador Diaz and then there was nothing left to do
but leave. Go back to the ship on the shuttle.”


“So now it’s our turn? This program is to select someone to battle
that monster?”


Onca’s heart pounded high in his chest at the thought of it.


Williams nodded, a small smile on his face. “So, now you know. You
have signed non-disclosure agreements, of course, but if any leaks about this
can be traced back to you then I’m afraid you would be subject to an
extrajudicial capital punishment. We all would.”


“Humanity is at war with this Orb? With these aliens?”


Williams shrugged. “It is not as simple as that. And not, I hope,
as dangerous. It seems as though this Orb is sent to us from some truly great
and mighty civilization. We are invited by the Orb to come and fight for gifts
of technology and even for the rights to colonize extrasolar planets.”


“The yellow monsters are not the ones who made the Orb?”


“Absolutely not. The Wheelhunter starship arrived at the Orb two
days or so after the ambassador’s ship. There was some kind of electromagnetic
and gravitational disturbance tens of thousands of kilometers from the Orb, and
then they picked it up. Here, let me show you.”


The screen showed a large ship in space. Larger and more
complicated than anything humans had made, he was fairly sure. Not that Onca
knew much about space.


“The Wheelhunter was the representative of its species. The Orb
had invited it, just as it had invited us. Only, the Wheelhunters come from
another star system and the Orb brought them to ours through a wormhole that it
created. Off the starboard bow, or whatever.”


“You call them Wheelhunters?”


Williams looked embarrassed. “An unofficial name. All that matters
is that soon we will launch a new mission to that Orb. It will take maybe
fifteen years on a spaceship before we can board that gigantic alien space
station, where we will enter the central space and fight one of them to the
death.”


“We will?” Onca said. “You mean, I will.” He jerked a thumb at
himself.


“Really?” Williams asked, hesitantly. “You still want to be a part
of this? After what you’ve seen, knowing that you’d be giving up your life on
Earth, knowing what that creature can do?”


Everything has changed. There is a new enemy. A new challenge.


“More than anything.”


 


***


 


 


His quarters were the finest he ever had or even heard of. A whole
chalet all to himself. It was larger even than his apartment in Brasilia. When
he woke in the morning, a US Army Artificial Person knocked on his door with a
delivery and then carried three huge metal cases into the main living area,
like it was a hotel bellboy and not a logistics support assistant. Even though
the massive AP stomped around with that typical dead-eyed AP expression on his
face, Onca almost tipped the thing.


The crates were from the Brazilian Army R&D Unit. Inside each
contained 365 daily doses of the pills, syringes and disposable items he needed
in order to keep his new and improved body functioning at full efficiency.
There was an encoded message he unlocked with his thumbprint and a swab of
spit. It was explicit instructions about following the regimen to the letter,
along with dire warnings for his health if he took anything other than the
exact doses. Also, warnings to lock the cases after use and any failure to
secure them against tampering by foreign nationals would lead to his
incarceration for life. He had three years’ worth of medication to take but
could get more by contacting the names and addresses as listed and so on and so
forth. 


Onca knew that if he was selected to go on the mission to the Orb,
he would need many more cases.  


He cracked that day’s stack and downed the tablets, drank the
little vials and jabbed the disposable syringes into his thigh. Then it was
time to go to work. 


Captain Williams was there at 0630 to collect him. 


“Will you be looking after me every day?” Onca asked. 


Williams snorted a laugh. “Today is my last day. I will show you
the way from your quarters to the main UNOP building and get you all linked up
to the online system so you can check the schedule yourself after today. But if
you want an aide, a bag man, I can organize one for you. They call them
valets.”


Onca almost refused out of hand. Then he realized it would be
helpful to have someone to carry his gear and look after him. Someone to fill
his bathtub with ice at the end of a long day of training and so on.


“An AP?” Onca asked. 


“Of course. They are one hundred percent obedient within their SOP
criteria. I’ll requisition it now and it’ll be here when you finish your
training today.”


When they got to the training center, Onca was escorted
underground to a massive gym. Around the outside was the standard equipment,
punching bags, resistance machines, free weights. But the center was an open space,
the floor covered with training mats.


There, the others trained. Some shadow-boxed, others ran through
grappling drills in smooth, slow motions. 


“Onca,” the massive Colonel Boone called from the sidelines. “Time
to see what you’re really made of, son.”


The exercising men and women paused their activity to turn and fix
him with twenty-nine steely-eyed stares. Onca ignored them and went for the
cluster of men around the commanding officer. 


“Good morning, Colonel,” Onca said as he approached the grizzled
old soldier. “I haven’t had a schedule yet or I would have been here for the
start.”


Boone made a noise halfway between a laugh and a bear’s growl.
“I’m sure you would have, Onca. I’ve been giving your file a closer look since
yesterday. You know, you’ve had a remarkable career.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Interesting transition from Army to private contractor a few
years back. Not a lot of detail on that.”


“No, sir.”


The Colonel snorted. “You know what else I noticed? Commendations
for your shooting and recommendations for sniper school. Awards for urban warfare
techniques like room clearing and breaching security doors in record time. You
even came first in the jungle training school. Not a lot in there about your
hand to hand combat achievements. Bit of a glaring omission, wouldn’t you say
so?”


Onca almost laughed. He had been fighting ever since he was a
child. Since before the first of his memories that started the narrative of his
life he had been battling the other kids around his age and the dangerous older
ones who might cripple or even kill you if you said the wrong thing or just got
in their way. He’d never had any parents or siblings or anyone to stop him or
protect him. After a few years, he got known as a kid who would never back down
from a fight and, when he got good at it, people would come looking for him.
Wanting to take down the skinny kid who had beat their brother or their crew
mate to a pulp. Even when the gang had brought him onboard, they used him like
a totem, like a mascot. The kid half your size who would turn you inside out.
They all went the same way. Right up until the day he had fought back against
the wrong man and had to escape into the army.


“I can fight,” Onca said. 


Colonel Boone nodded. “We’ll see, Major. We’ll see. Why don’t you
take some time to get warmed up? Then we’ll line you up some opponents, what do
you say?”


“Yes, sir.”


His opponents were selected because they were the toughest in the
room. A hulking great Mexican, a stocky American and a lanky, wiry Chinese.


“What is the purpose of this session?” Onca asked Colonel Boone
while everyone gathered around the edge of the cleared mat space in the center
of the room. His question drew laughter from most of them.


“It is not a fight to the death, if that’s what you’re worried
about,” Boone said. His competitors laughed. “Not yet, anyway. Competition
rules, no eye gouging or fish hooking, no blows below the belt. Five rounds,
three minutes apiece. Not that they ever come to that. Fight ends when someone
taps out, is knocked out or when the ref calls a stop. Do you understand?”


Onca knew he was being set up to fail. There was no way they
expected him to get through three competition-style fights with no preparation
against opponents that had been training for months at an elite level. They had
picked three men. He knew from the way they were built and the way they moved,
each would have a different fighting style and different areas of combat
expertise. 


Still, Onca had never fought a fight he could not have won, in
principle. And a key part of his recuperation had been combat training. He did
not tell the Colonel that. 


The tall Chinese man was his first opponent. A kickboxer if ever
he saw one. His stance suggested extensive muay thai training but it could have
been a ruse and Onca prepared for an early takedown attempt on his enemy’s
part. 


All around them, some people shouted encouragement. Others were
completely silent. 


Onca was reminded that despite the nature of group dynamics,
everyone around him was hoping to beat everyone else and be the one selected
for the mission. 


When the bell sounded, the guy danced forward, feinted low for a
shooting takedown but then snapped a roundhouse kick to Onca’s head. He moved
forward smoothly, flowing like water but when he transitioned to the kick he
was so fast that Onca barely registered the sudden change in motion. 


With the upgrades they had made to Onca’s biology, he was faster
than he had ever been. His body responded to the threat without much in the way
of—or time for—conscious thought. He slipped inside the leg that whipped toward
his head and snapped an overhand right into the sweet spot under and slightly
behind the ear. Usually, he would not have used a closed fist on a head strike
but as he was connecting with the semi-soft tissue of the neck he put the full
force of his new and improved muscles into the two knuckles of his right hand. 


It was a brutally effective strike. His opponent was unconscious
before he hit the floor but Onca followed him down anyway and smashed his elbow
into the man’s face just as the back of his head bounced off the mat. Far from
an instinctual, unthinking blow on a man who was unable to defend himself,
smashing his face in was calculated to instill an edge of fear in those who
were watching. 


The fact that the Chinese soldier suffered a burst nose and
fractured cheek was just something the man would have to suffer. Onca was there
to win and everyone there had to accept they were at risk of injury or death.
If they didn’t then they soon would.


Medical Assistant APs dragged the Chinese man out of the combat
area and held him down as he returned to consciousness. 


Silence. All around the other soldiers stood watching with
contempt or, at the least, dislike. He glanced around and most met his eye. One
or two smiled or even grinned at him, going for wolfishness and bravado but it
was easy to slap a smile on your face to pretend a confidence you did not feel.
Still, he marked those ones out as the ones to beat. One of them was even a
woman.


Onca threw a look at Colonel Boone to gauge his tone. The old man
had a genuine grin on his face and Onca took that as all the encouragement he
needed. 


“Alright,” Onca called out. “Who’s next?”


 


***


 


“You have not been making friends here,” General Richter said from
behind her desk. “In fact, it looks as though you are intending to make every
single soldier on this base into your personal enemy.”


She was a strong-looking woman, long of limb and slim but with
healthy width to her shoulders. She could have been anywhere from thirty to a youthful
fifty, her golden hair dragged back into a bun, giving her face a somewhat
startled, severe aspect. 


Onca stared at a fixed point over her head, arms behind his back.
Halfway between attention and at ease. 


“I did not realize I was here to make friends.”


The General nodded slowly. “Quite right. On the other hand, you do
have to live with these people while we make our final selections. They are competitors
but also comrades. Brothers and sisters in arms.”


“Ha!” Onca said. “Some comrades. Listen, General, I have my own
quarters and I am happy in my own company. I do not need to make friends. I’ve
had brothers in arms before and I don’t need any again.”


“Is that so? Well, I am sorry to hear that. Does holding that
attitude make you happy?”


“Happy?” He was surprised that a General would know the word. 


“Yes, Onca, happy. You might have heard of the concept.” She
tilted her head forward. “Or perhaps not.”


“General, our purpose here is more important than any one
individual. More than any one person’s life. Certainly, it is more important
than our happiness.”


“Ah. So, you admit that you are unhappy?”


Onca sighed. Why can women never leave you alone, he thought.
Always needling into you with their questions, burrowing like a tick until they
force you to admit your hatred for another man or your fears that you might
fail at some endeavor. Always, they weaken. Undermining a man’s psyche.
Infecting him with her own doubts, her own worries. 


Female soldiers were no different. Just because some woman is a
good enough administrator to be promoted to General, does not make her immune
to her gender’s knack for pointless boring and searching.


“I admit that my happiness has no bearing on my performance.”


The General inclined her head. “Is that so?”


“I am the leading candidate. I have been the leading candidate for
weeks. In every test, I am the highest performing individual.”


“That is quite true. No one could deny that. After all, it is
right here in the data. Irrefutable.” She paused for dramatic effect. “And yet
I do rather worry about your psychological state.”


Onca ground his teeth. “My psychological state, General, has not
slowed me down yet.”


The General spoke mildly. “How do we know?”


“Excuse me?”


“I said, how do we know that the unresolved psychological issues
from your past have not negatively impacted your performance?”


“I am the best performing candidate in this program.”


“Undeniably so. And yet will that be enough to defeat the alien
creature?”


She left the question hanging there.


“I suppose we’ll find out,” he said. 


The General leaned back in her chair. “You see,” she said. “That’s
exactly what I’m talking about. That nonsense right there. You suppose we’ll
find out? You suppose humanity will find out whether you were all that you
could be after you go up against this creature, is that it?”


Onca said nothing. He knew a senior officer’s rhetorical question
when he heard one.


“I know what you think, Onca. You think that you have excelled
here and you have. You also think that you have achieved a combat speed comparable
to the speed of the Wheelhunter creature. And you have. But we have only seen
this thing run down an unarmed man. We simply do not know what the upper limits
of its performance are. We do not know what weapons of ours will penetrate its
skin. Will your combat knife do it? Will an armor penetrating round work better
than a hollow-point? Will that damned Orb even let us through with a rifle? You
actually think you’re good enough to cover every possibility? Or do you really
care so little that you are willing to just find out after the fact?”


There was little in life that could arouse an emotion from Onca
and he was aware that she was attempting to get to him, to challenge him on an
emotional level. But he could not let her get away with it so easily.


“Are you actually questioning my commitment?” he asked. “I work
harder than anyone else here. I gave up my life for this even before I knew
what the stakes were.”


“You didn’t have much choice, as I see it. From what UNOP
Intelligence tells me, after years of exemplary service, the Brazilian military
effectively blackmailed you into joining this program.”


Onca swallowed. “That’s not how I see it.”


“Truth is, Onca, I am unsure of how much I can push you on,
emotionally. But for the sake of truth, of honesty, I have to say I worry about
your mental health. I want to discuss the deaths of your company, Sabre Rubro,
in your final mission, can I do that?”


A chill ran down the back of his neck. A sick feeling down in his
guts. “If you must.”


She inclined her head just a little. “I am not a psychologist by
profession but I am fascinated by the field. And, more importantly, I have a
lot of them working for me.” She tapped the screen on her desk with a pointed
finger. “In here, I have report after report about everyone here. Not just
candidates but my officers and other personnel. I am well aware that everyone
has a history of damaging life events, from childhood trauma to professional
disappointments but you, Onca, have more than most. Your resilience is perhaps
the most remarkable thing about you and I can say that even though the details
of your childhood remain totally unknown to anyone but you. And yet I do worry.
I do. The file is unclear about why you left the military but seeing how it
followed a mission against a group of rural separatists who were later arrested
and executed by your government, I would guess you were ordered to do something
to them when they were in your custody that you felt would be immoral. Perhaps
you were asked to leave rather than face a court martial and they avoided a
scandal, I don’t know. Perhaps that’s my own experience prejudicing my
assessment. But then you ran a wonderfully successful private company for over
a dozen missions. And it ended in betrayal and tragedy. And from what I can
tell, you have had no time to grieve. No time to process those events. For all
your resilience, I do not believe for a moment that you are pathologically
lacking in empathy. You do need to go through that process. And perhaps you
have done so, quietly and by yourself. But you are so closed off that I really
have no idea.” 


Onca nodded. “I know your type well. You enjoy telling other
people that they are broken and that you have the solution. You are like the
priests and the communists. I have achieved everything that I set out to in my
life so far and I continue to do so. There is nothing wrong with me.”


After staring at him for a long moment, she got to her feet,
wandered around her desk and sauntered toward him. She stood so close to him
that her chest brushed against his and she peered up at him, staring into his
eyes. 


She waited until he looked down at her before she spoke. Speaking
softly, almost intimately. 


Shockingly, she spoke in Portuguese. And spoke it well.


“Perhaps it is good that you say so little. Every time you speak,
it only worries me further.”


He did not know what to say.


“You speak my language?” Onca blurted out. 


A tiny smile twitched the corners of her mouth. 


“I speak many languages. Yours is one of the most beautiful in the
world.” Before he could respond, she turned and walked back toward her seat,
speaking without looking up at him. “I simply don’t want decades of trauma to
explode when you are billions of miles from Earth.”


Back behind her desk, her General’s demeanor was back in place and
she switched back to English. 


“Alright, you are dismissed.”


Onca wanted to make some parting comment, some barb to leave in
her to show how strong he was, how much contempt he had for her absurd notions.



But he felt too tired, somehow. And he just left with a vague
sense of being defeated. 


It was extremely irritating. 


 


***


 


Deathmatch. Blank-firing weapons with laser tag adapters so that
when someone got hit, they were taken out of action immediately. 


It was Onca’s best game.


The combat zone was a typical urban warfare training area but it
was notable for its size and complexity. Most that he had trained on in Brazil
had been four or five concrete shells around a fake road. Sometimes if you were
lucky they had a ruined car in the road for added realism. 


Americans, generally, went over the top in everything they did.
And the urban warfare training area in Patton was four city blocks and hundreds
of meters per side. Good for training large unit sizes and coordinating
multiple units. It was not impressive merely in scale but also in detail. Each
room was fully furnished, either as an office, residence or retail space. They
even had fake plastic food in the fruit bowls, for Christ’s sake. It was
ridiculous. 


Also good for exceptionally long rounds of deathmatches. 


He crept through the interior of Building C-12 on the north side,
third floor. Listening. Six players plus him left active in the zone, according
to his AugHud. Most of the other ten had gone down in the first few minutes but
the rest had made it through the initial madness and gone to ground. Onca had
turned his audio amplifier up so high that the desert wind on the edges of the
glassless window frames sounded like a hurricane. 


Every day was a new challenge. Every few days, someone would fail
to meet some benchmark or other and they would be asked to leave. Onca knew
they were looking for twelve candidates to take to the Orb but he had worked to
become the top contender and he meant to be the number one at the end of the
selection process.


Trouble was, so did everyone else. 


The General was living in a dream world where she thought the most
elite soldiers in the world, from all over the world, would end up working
together in a team. This, despite the fact that her own selection process was pitting
these individuals against each other for months. But that was women, for you. They
had no idea about the real world. And women soldiers were the worst. They had
no idea about actual warfare, about life on the ground in an all-action,
deployed military unit. Women imagined the world as a better place than it was
and that was good, in its place. But that place was far from combat.


He rolled his feet as he walked, instinctively picking out the
path through the twelfth building in Block C. It was an office space, with open
plan style desks free from clutter and communal areas for the non-existent
staff to brainstorm or whatever the hell people did in offices. There were
plenty of places for someone to spring an ambush on him so he went slowly,
stopping every few paces to listen for the sound of breathing or the shifting
of a foot on the floor.


Or, in this particular instance, the whine of a powered armor
servomotor.


Onca was hunting. 


His prey was called Iveta Katzarov.


She had slipped into the entrance on the ground floor six minutes
before. Since then he had cleared each room downstairs and progressed upward,
keeping an ear out for her escaping behind him. 


Sergeant Katzarov was a veteran from Bulgaria’s elite paratrooper
battalion and had supposedly fought in battles down in that confusing corner of
Europe. Onca didn’t know anything about that part of the world or if Katzarov
truly had fought in frontline operations there but he did know that she was
good enough to have survived UNOPs selection process while many others had
fallen.   


It was possible that she had allowed him to see her enter the
building. In fact, considering what he knew of her tactical prowess, it was
highly likely. But he was confident he could sniff out her trap before she
sprung it. And if he blundered into it, he was sure he could fight his way
clear.


Her powered body armor lent her greater strength and speed than
her sex was ordinarily capable of but it was not those traits that made a good
soldier. Adaptability, capability, aggression. Making decisions so fast they
seemed instinctual to outside observers and ensuring that those decisions were
the right ones more often than not. 


On the other hand, her armor also featured adaptive camouflage
systems which supposedly blended the soldier into the background visually and
also aurally. In practice, however, a trained eye was never deceived. They only
worked efficiently in dimly lit environments like night engagements. In the
jungle, they were excellent until they got wet—which was always—but in the
bright desert sunlight, you could spot the outline of even a stationary soldier
at fifty meters. 


All the technology in the world could not overcome pure soldierly
ability. 


Still, he went slowly, deliberately and kept checking behind him
for another player to come and take him out or for his prey to have got around
him, somehow. At the open doorway at the far end of the office, he took position
and listened for sounds in the corridor. Nothing but the steady, occasionally
gusting, breeze outside the windows. 


A shot. Distant, in Block A, way across the central intersection.
A burst of automatic fire, then another. 


In his AugHud, the number indicating total active players dropped
to six. 


Onca took to the corridor smoothly, sweeping through at a steady
pace before pausing at the next open doorway. Another office inside. No sound.
No movement. He sniffed and caught no scent either. 


He slipped in through the doorway, weapon up and proceeded on
through, checking the hidden spaces behind colorful couches and desert bushes
in huge planters.


There was no good reason for the General to have called him in and
chewed him out. Onca had given no indication to her or anyone else that he had
any psychological issues. It made no sense unless she was playing him in some
way.


Footsteps. Distant, perhaps but there was movement somewhere. 


Taking position against the outer wall, he glanced out at the
street beyond as the wind howled on the walls of the building, blowing faint
clouds of dust down the main street. He couldn’t see anyone and ducked back
inside. He bent low and moved to the next window. 


The more he thought about it, the more he was sure General Richter
had been attempting to unsettle him. These people were all about pushing the
candidates, physically, professionally but also emotionally. Colonel Boone was
a player of mind games, too, sometimes praising mediocrity and sometimes
criticizing achievements in the most withering way possible and even though
Onca knew it and no doubt the other candidates knew it too, it was still
unsettling. Even the General’s man, Captain Williams, had pretended friendship
for some time before Onca realized it was a ruse. That the officer was a plant
who was reporting back to the General and relaying to Onca the information that
the powers in charge of the program wanted him to know. The future of humanity
hung in the balance so there was no reason for them to leave anything to
chance, to not control every aspect of the selection process. 


A noise. 


Somewhere close.


A howl of wind that became the whining of a suit of servomotors
and the grinding of metal on concrete.


Sergeant Katzarov.


She came at him while he was turning and he reacted with instinct
rather than thought. He fell back into the same mindset he had last felt when
the drone autocannons had opened up on him and his men in the boardroom of the
factory site. 


Katzarov fired her weapon, her blanks clattering from high and
behind him, shattering his mind and eardrums before the sound suppressors could
shut down the amplification. He threw himself into her without conscious
thought, striking up with his assault rifle barrel before shoving her hard with
the butt of the weapon.


And she was gone. 


A second later, a sickening thump. And he knew what had happened.
What he had done. 


 


***


 


That night, he escaped the base. 


It had been almost a game for him in the preceding weeks. A way of
making his spare time more interesting. Every morning he woke at 0500 and was
out running at 0510. He ranged all over the base, taking a different route
almost every day and during those long runs before starting work he would be
working on a project of his own. Onca learned the layout of the base, the
delivery schedules, the patterns of behavior that the AP support staff
followed. He ran through the back alley behind the kitchens, ran to the
airstrip and around the hangars, he ran through the non-combat motorpool and
took his turnaround breaks there. Not that he needed to stop for water after a
mere ten klicks but the guys who worked there started early and they liked real
soldiers and they asked him questions. He would joke with them about how he
couldn’t reveal any secrets and while they talked he would see where they
locked the starter keys to the vehicles and where the batteries were held.


Wherever he went, whatever he did, he always had an exit plan.


And that night he helped himself to one of the off-road bikes,
slipped out of a patrol exit and rode hard into the desert. 


It was cold. Bitterly cold with the air rushing over his skin as
he got the bike up to speed, bouncing through the rough desert. It was a
vibrant, pure night but still he had his visor’s night vision on so that he
didn’t smash into a rabbit hole or whatever they had out in the wilderness.
With the strength dialed almost all the way back, it was almost as bright as
daylight though stripped of color. A monochrome daylight view of the desert at
night. Stars so bright and numerous that he could not look at them. Occasional
glints from animal eyes or discarded pieces of military hardware winked back at
him as he weaved between the rocks and rode the lumps and humps while the motor
rose to a high whir over the crunching sand and gravel flying out behind. The
freezing air hurt as it filled his lungs. The ache was good. 


It was a long way across country to the dirt road, the going was
faster when he got on that. At the T-junction, he knew turning right would lead
to a city called Reno. Left and he would end up in Las Vegas. He had no
interest in either place. There was somewhere closer the idiots in the motor
pool had told him about. Onca spent a little time heading north on the highway,
weaving through the dense traffic before heading west again down another dirt
road, the dirty sign on the corner reflecting his headlamp. He pulled over twice
to let a truck by heading back to the highway so he knew he was heading down
the right road.


They called it a town but all he saw of it was the neon glow of
the signs declaring there was a bar and that it was open 24/7. The glare of the
truck headlamps around the parking lot choked out the light of the stars.


In the entrance, a hulking thug with his cheap suit stretched
tight across his chest, stepped in Onca’s way.


“I don’t know you,” the man said. “And you look like you’re
packing attitude. So listen to me when I tell you we have a zero-tolerance
policy here, pal. You step out of line one time, you’re out the door and you’re
out for good, you understand?”


Onca felt the icy mist fill his limbs. The security guard was
surely used to being the biggest, toughest, meanest man in the room and,
working in the place that he did, had no doubt resolved a number of
professional scuffles in his time. It would feel satisfying to break the man,
Onca knew. Smash his limbs or dislocate his jaw. But was that how he wanted to
spend his evening?


Maybe.


“I’ll cause no trouble,” Onca said.


The hulking thug smirked. “Oh, I know you won’t. You can go in.”


“Looking for a private dance?” the hostess asked him at the bar.
She stood at his shoulder, the caked-on makeup and half-assed cosmetic surgery
unable to disguise the hard-lived years. 


“Something more private than that.”


He followed her through a beaded curtain, along a corridor, and
into a waiting room. He sat on an old couch for a while with his drink until
the hostess came back with three, bored looking girls, each wearing next to
nothing. They had varying builds, shades of skin and hair styles but all had
the same dead-eyed weariness and slouched posture of the perpetually jaded.


Onca had expected to feel something. 


“What about you?” he asked the hostess. 


She barely blinked. “I don’t do that no more.” Bored. As if she
was running on automation software. He bet she was asked the same question
every night. “Not now I got my girls, here.”


“Alright, that one,” he said, pointing to the girl nearest to him.
One side of her head was shaved and tattooed with a swirling, Polynesian-style
intricacy. She looked tough.


He knocked back the rest of his American whiskey, the burning
foulness distracting him long enough to get up and put one foot in front of the
other.


Upstairs, the room reeked of cleaning products and stale sweat and
under the sheets the plastic cover over the mattress squeaked when he sat on
the bed. It was stiflingly hot.


“What’s your name?” he asked her as she stripped off what little
she wore. 


“Faith,” she said. How original. “What’s yours?”


“Onca.”


“That’s a funny name.”


“It is.”


She sat down beside him. She smelled of soap and antiperspirant.


 “What’s it mean?”


 “In English, the word is jaguar.”


She tilted her head, a frown wrinkling her forehead and her nose.
“What’s jaguar mean?”


He sighed. “It doesn’t matter.”


It didn’t take long for him to finish with her. It had been longer
than he could remember since he had been with a woman. She barely had time to
feign interest before he climbed off her. 


“You really been on the road a long time,” she said as she wiped
herself down with a pink towel. “Been deployed overseas, right? Don’t they got
women in other countries?”


“Yeah. I was recovering in hospital for a long time,” he muttered,
like an idiot. “Been busy since.”


“You’re a soldier. Want to know how I know? Because of your body.”


“Very perceptive.”


She almost smiled. “I’m one of the smarter models.” She seemed
proud of herself for working it out. “We get soldiers in here all the time.
From the base, right? You know, we got plenty of time left. You want to go
again?” She tossed the towel aside and lay back, one arm behind her head.


“Yeah,” Onca said. “Sure.” But he stayed where he was, hunched
over sitting on the edge of the bed, looking down at his toes on the plastic
floor. 


What are you doing here, man?


“Take your time,” she said. “Maybe pour us a drink? On the side,
there, see? You got to pay but you already swiped over way too much. I’ll have
a vodka. Don’t worry about a glass.”


He rattled through the basket of miniatures on the dresser, tossed
one to her and cracked an American whiskey for himself. He drank a sip but
didn’t turn back to her. The flavor was bitter and the fumes filled his nose,
made him nauseated. 


“Something on your mind?” she asked, sighing. She was so young but
already weary and barely present in the moment. Who knew how many nights she
had spent this way? 


“No,” he said. “I had a bad day at work.”


She patted the bed beside her. “Come and tell me all about it.”


He looked at her, then. “You get paid extra for counseling work?”


Licking her lips after lowering the miniature vodka, she looked
him up and down. “Like I said, get soldiers in here all the time. Mostly, it’s
salesmen, factory workers, salt miners. Fat, dumb and old as shit. Losers.” She
pointed the tiny mouth of the bottle at him. “You look a movie star. With more
scar tissue. And it’s a Tuesday. Slow night.”


He sat down on the bed again. “There was an accident. I hurt
someone, she fell out of a window and now she’s in hospital. I just had to get
away for a while, that’s all.”


“Your fault? You running away?”


“It was my fault. I’m not running away. I’ll head back, soon.”


“Going to face the music, huh? What’s this then, one last ride
before they lock your ass up?”


“Something like that.”


“Well.” She ran the ball of her foot up and down his back. “For
another hundred you can stay here the rest of the night. If you like. I’m a
real good listener.”


He smiled to himself. She knew a sucker when she saw one. A loser,
like she called those other guys. A sad old man who was so lonely that the sex
was just an excuse so he had someone to talk to, someone who wouldn’t tell him
to shut up.


“Thank you,” he said, standing up and pulling his clothes on.
“Hope you have a good night.”


On a whim, he swiped another hundred-dollar transfer into her
account, then hesitated. The urge to transfer hundreds more, just out of pity
for her, came and went. Was it pity? Or was it an apology or, perhaps, a form
of penance for his sin? But he could not give her more. He needed to save his
money so that he could pass it on to Lena. If he managed nothing else in his
life, the least he could do was see that the child would inherit some worth
from him. Anonymous cash wasn’t much of a legacy but it was better than
nothing. He put his wallet away.


“Hey,” she said, standing up and holding one of the sheets over
her body. “You come back again and you ask for Faith, alright?”


He had a feeling that they would be coming for him. Captain
Williams sat at the bar talking with the hostess. Onca nodded to them both but
the hostess glared back with open hostility. The life in the bar was even more
subdued than it had been on his way in. Subdued and even hostile. But he could
detect no threat of violence from any of the patrons or the security. If
anything, they all seemed wary.


The meaningful looks traded between the Captain and the hostess
proved that they knew each other well. Onca pushed down the surge of jealousy.
She was no one. A brothel keeper. She was like the people he had left behind
years ago. Let the Captain have her attention and affection, if such a thing
was possible with a woman like her.


“Just you?” Onca asked the Captain as they left together, stepping
from the cloying, sweaty stink of the bar, out into the clear desert night. 


“Not even close.”


Williams nodded at the small convoy of four HOAVs, lightly armored
military vehicles in the parking lot and the dozen military police, half
sitting inside their vehicles and the rest covering the area. One of them had
his stolen bike mounted on the rear rack. 


No wonder the hostess was so pissed. They were scaring the
customers away. 


“Nice of you to keep them outside,” Onca said. 


“Yeah, well, this place is important for the guys on the base. I have
a moral obligation to keep us on good terms.” Williams stifled a yawn. “Now,
please get in the fucking truck, Major.”


Williams sat in the back with him and almost immediately fell
asleep as the convoy rolled out onto the highway with no fuss. Onca wondered
how often the MPs had to come and round up a soldier from the base. 


Onca elbowed Williams. 


“How is she?” 


“Iveta? If you really cared, you might have stuck around to find
out. Waited at the clinic like her friends—”


“Save the lecture for the General, alright, Williams? Just tell me
how she is.”


“Broken skull, collapsed lungs, broken back, severed spinal cord,
internal bleeding, brain damage. Nothing that isn’t reversible, in principle.
Definitely ended her career in UNOP, though. Probably in any military. And I
doubt she’ll be up to visiting whorehouses for a while.”


Onca let out a long sigh and lay his head back.


“Women shouldn’t be in this business.”


He felt Williams glaring at him. “Because men never get hurt. Your
misogyny isn’t based in reality, Onca.”


Onca snapped his head up. “I don’t hate women. They just have
different skill sets. It’s not natural that they’re soldiers.” 


Williams laughed, genuinely amused. “Natural? Are you kidding?
What makes you think anyone here is natural? The women here are pumped with as
much testosterone as you are, they just take drugs to stop them growing beards
and the like. They’re all packing upgraded nerve fibers, muscular enhancement,
biomechanical augmentation. You know this, right? The maximum strength applicable
in the powered armor is the same no matter the sex of the user. Come on, Onca.”


Onca shook his head. “It’s not the physical attributes. It’s the
mentality. The obsessiveness that men have. It’s the—”


“The bar is the bar. UNOP standards make no concessions for what’s
between the candidates’ legs. You’re the only one here making value judgements
based on gender. It’s obvious in the way you reacted to this. Would you have
ridden off into the night if you’d severely injured one of the men? What
the hell am I saying? You’ve ended the careers of, what, five or six guys
already at this point? How many of those incidents made you run away and screw
a hooker? That sounds kind of symbolic, doesn’t it?”


“Of what?”


“Hell, I don’t know. But it’s all in your psychological profile,
Onca. It probably comes from unconscious feelings of abandonment due to
childhood trauma or something like that. To be honest, that’s what everyone’s
says. But your fucked-up head is fucking up your career in UNOP.”


Onca didn’t know what to say. What could he say? Everything seemed
upside down. Williams was acting strangely, like a real man for once. The
Captain must have always been hiding his true self behind his uptight
professionalism. All of a sudden, Onca felt tired. Irritable. 


“Is that it?” he asked. “I’m getting kicked out?”


Williams looked out the window at the blackness beyond. “That’s up
to the General.”


“Great. A goddamned amateur soldier is going to judge me
defective. Might as well pack my bags now.”


Williams turned from the window, mouth hanging open. He snapped it
shut. “Now you’re definitely kidding, right?”


“About what?”


“You never looked into your commanding officer’s background?”


“I’m not one to look for horns on a horse’s head.”


“What the hell does that mean?” Williams dug around in his pants
pocket, chuckling. “You’re like someone from a thousand years ago, you know
that?” He pulled out a crumpled 2D screen, unfolded it on his lap and keyed the
switch. “Search. Archive news. General or Colonel Megan Richter. Indonesian
Civil War.”


He held out the screen as the results scrolled through. Images of
war, of soldiers covered in blood. One image showed repeatedly. That of a young
woman, face distorted by a full-throated shout, dense blood plastered from neck
to hairline on one side and gesturing with a bloody combat knife while holding
a service pistol in the other hand. The date on the image results said 2109. 


“That’s not General Richter,” Onca said. 


Williams shook his head in amazement at Onca’s ignorance. “This is
a famous picture, it was everywhere fifteen years ago. There’s a whole lot of
footage from the battle, from headcams they released and there’s a famous cut
of it, like a movie, with a cinematic score and everything.”


“Fifteen years ago, I was just about joining the military,” Onca
said. “Where I grew up, I didn’t know anything about the world.”


I still don’t.


Williams grinned at him. “Alright, so it’s Colonel Richter in
command of a battalion that gets surprised and cut off by the insurgency.”
Williams gestured over the screen, flicking through images and short clips as
he spoke. The results said they were arranged chronologically. “Then the enemy
rises up from outside and moves in to start the siege. They were four days from
reinforcement and without air support. They had a few drones, a few light
vehicles. She was everywhere at the perimeter, not sleeping and jacked up on
amphetamines, falling back keeping her men alert. Falling back and adapting to
the attacks. Still, they were massively outnumbered and taking casualties,
growing weaker while the enemy grew stronger. They were losing. The
reinforcements were delayed. It was desperate, they were getting overrun. And
that’s when she showed her greatness.


“Over two days she baited the enemy commander into attacking one
sector and then she massed all her most mobile and aggressive units in a
counter attack. It was incredible. She enveloped the enemy leadership, captured
and killed them while holding off the rest of them. It was hand to hand, room
to room stuff. She had to fight through the building, you know what’s it like
when you can’t stop or slow down, can’t lose momentum. Her staff officers were
acting as her bodyguard, all hands to the pumps, you know? Floor by floor, this
was the enemy command post and she killed three men with her own hands, she
didn’t have time to reload her sidearm and she stuck the last one with her
knife. You can’t see much but this is the clip. The famous picture was taken
during the advance. Anyway, they didn’t believe that they had the leader in
custody and kept pushing so she took him to a rooftop and warned them to
withdraw or she would kill him. Well, they didn’t withdraw. She killed him
herself, in full view of the cameras and everything. Back of the head, look. No
hesitation. That took all the fight out of them. Eventually, they withdrew
before the international task force troops reinforcements finally arrived.”


Onca scratched the stubble on his chin. “Shit.”


Williams nodded. “She’s a war hero. A real one. A killer. You
think she ended up here by accident? She could have run for public office, she
could be doing the speaking circuit and earning hundreds of thousands for every
half hour speech. But she fought to get this job because she knows how
important it is for humanity. She had the whole world at her feet and she
wanted this. She knows this is every soldier’s duty. To make this happen for
our species. Our culture. Our planet.”


“Isn’t she a little old for you, Williams?”


“Hey, I don’t mind anyone knowing that I would crawl through a
mile of shitty barbed wire for her. Yeah, I would be honored to be intimate
with her. Anyway, she’s only, like, forty-five or something, for Christ’s
sake.”


“Don’t get your panties in a twist, Williams. So, how much trouble
am I in with the war hero?”


Williams shrugged, sat back in his seat. “Like I said, it was a
training accident. Everyone has reviewed the video from the suit cams and the
building cameras. It’s obvious what happened, she was balanced on the outside
of the open window, gun aimed at your back when you turned and knocked her out.
It was obviously instinctual. You knocked the weapon aside as she fired. How
did you know Iveta was behind you?”


“Servos on the suit are not quiet enough for stealth. I keep
telling everyone.”


Williams was quiet for a while, like he was working up to
something. “Anyway, accidents happen but your response to it doesn’t bode well.
Running to the brothel further indicates that you have too much psychological
damage to be selected for the mission.”


“Did General Richter say that when she sent you after me?”


“She didn’t send me, base security alerted me. No one would wake
the General just because you snuck out. Anyway, the AIs predicted you would go
AWOL weeks ago.”


“I don’t believe AIs predicted this. Someone would have stopped me
leaving rather than chasing after me with all these HOAVs.”


“Analysis showed you were regularly exercising close to the motor
pool and around the base patrol exits. Anyway, it’s not like anybody needs an
AI to work out you hate it here.”


“I didn’t realize I had hurt your feelings, Williams.”


“You’re the best soldier we ever tested here in practically every
category but you’re at risk of deselection just because of your mindset. The
General makes her recommendation to the UNOP Board and they make the final
selections. Honestly, you’re at risk of being left behind. And we don’t even
know if you truly care. Maybe you do but it’s just hard to tell if the chip on
your shoulder is because you’re here or if it’s who you are. Either way, it
doesn’t look good for you.”


In the distance, the lights of the outer perimeter gatehouse lit
up the night, a glowing white ball of light in the blackness. 


“They would never leave me behind,” Onca said. “I don’t need to
make friends to fight that alien. It’s not a team game. It will be me on that
alien space station, me in that arena. Alone. They would never deselect me.”


Williams yawned. “I can see why you would think that. But that
fight is years away. The mission isn’t the fight. That’s one part of the
mission. You have any idea how many thousands of people, how many rocket
launches are happening right now? Every day, while they fit out the ship in
orbit. You know how much goes into getting a team to the outer solar system in
fighting shape? Even getting a sniper team into place to fire a single shot.
Would you say that pulling the trigger is the whole mission? In this analogy,
you’d be like, you’d be the bullet, okay? If you’re not a team player, if
you’re so closed off that no one can properly assess you, how do we know you’re
not going to blow up in the chamber? How do we know you’re going to fly
straight? How do we know—”


“Alright. Don’t labor the point.”


Onca looked out of the window as the convoy rolled through the
gatehouse and into the base. The sky in the east grew lighter every moment and
soon the beige and gray buildings would be touched with the morning sunlight.
The military day had already begun and Onca had lost a night’s worth of rest.
No doubt General Richter would want to chew him out before long. But in many
ways, it was a relief to be back. He didn’t understand the world outside. Being
on a base, any base, was almost like coming home.


Williams’ eyes were on him. “It’s up to you, Onca. No one cares
about a training accident. Sergeant Katzarov was never going to make it to the
Orb anyway. We’re just worried about what’s going on inside your skull. How
much do you really want this? Enough to get over yourself?”


You don’t know what’s inside of me.


“I will do what is necessary,” Onca said, coming to a decision.


Williams nodded, warily. “Well. Good.”


I will make it so that they have no choice but to take me.


 


                                                                                                             ***


 


Just as Williams said, no one punished him. The General did not
even call him in. Colonel Boone appeared to be particularly harsh and full of
contempt the next day but the other candidates ignored him just as much as they
always did. And that was just fine.


He got through the day on autopilot. From the start of the day on
the shooting range right to the end, Onca was tired. After his sleepless night,
he went for a run at his usual time. It was his opinion that the best way to
combat sleep deprivation was through intense exercise but, apparently, that was
scientifically unlikely. During the lunch break, he ate alone, quick as he
could and then ran for close to an hour, sweating himself almost unconscious in
the midday heat. The medics poured salt and sugar into him and sent him to the
afternoon session. He was not at his best and yet he shot better than half of
the men and women left.


Even tired, exhausted and dehydrated he could wipe the floor with
the other candidates but still it was not enough. There was only one way that
could show to the General and the Selection Committee and the UNOP Board that
Onca, Major Rafael Santos, was the best candidate.


The Wheel. 


He knew they were tracking his movements. There always had been a
chip under his skin at the wrist that read biometrics and it was trivially easy
to include location data. Just as it was trivially easy to strap on a wristband
that redirected the signal to a fixed location. 


He had used it on nights when he went exploring around the base.
It was important for him to know about the secret parts of the place he lived
and worked in. It helped to alleviate the boredom. 


On many of those nights, he had let himself into the Wheelhouse.
And he had looked upon the Machine. The Wheel. 


Inert, massive. A hulk in the dark. Built to the precise
dimensions of the alien, it was a gigantic wheel suspended from the ceiling by
a robot arm attached to the hub. The bottom two of the six feet rested on the
floor of the training room. They had even painted the thing yellow.


Onca stared at the metal claws they had fitted to the ends of the
long fingers. The claws that had left his countryman torn to pieces on the
floor beneath it. 


It was designed to be programmable, of course. The speed could be
reduced to mere fractions of those recorded in the previous mission and the
behavior of the arms and legs could be made to do anything that it was
hypothesized that the alien could do. And yet the cowards in charge had retired
the thing after the third death.


Even declawed, it could hit with enough force to kill. And had
done. 


In Onca’s opinion, it was a mistake. The worst mistake that the
UNOP Committee, the Selection Board and the war hero General Megan Richter had
made. What the hell was the point of urban warfare deathmatches and static
firing range tests when all that mattered was defeating the real-life analog of
the mechanical death machine they had built in the Wheelhouse?


He dragged the plastic sheeting off the control panel and pushed
the power buttons. 


Nothing. 


In the tangle of cables underneath the terminal, Onca crawled
around checking the connections. 


General Richter and Colonel Boone had extrapolated the deaths per
session and concluded that the attrition rate would be untenable. In fact, they
had simply not gone far enough. They had pulled back from the obvious
conclusion.


Throw people at the machine until they found a man who could
defeat it. 


He found a power junction with the circuit breaker displaying red
on the switches. He pulled them all back to green and above him the control
panel whirred into life.


If the future of the human race truly was at stake, then no one
life mattered at all and to be afraid of losing the best soldiers in the world
was absurd. There would always be more. Soldiering was a profession with an
unlimited supply. And there was no need to limit it to soldiers. You could
invite anyone to try their luck. Build a dozen machines and ship them around to
cities all over. Hell, build a thousand. Build ten thousand and test everyone
on Earth. Might even help alleviate the overpopulation issue while you were at
it. 


They would have found their team in no time and at the cost of
only a few hundred or a few thousand lives. To do otherwise was typical
sentimentality. An inability to go all the way with something, all morality
pushed aside for the sake of the necessary outcome.


Was that not what soldiers did? 


The software ran a calibration sequence that asked for periodic
confirmations that everything was alright with the hardware and that no one was
nearby or within the designated secure area. Onca could understand that it
needed reassurance. He could have done with a little for himself. 


He took off the huge set of overalls he had on, freeing the body
armor below. From his duffel bag, he drew the helmet and powered it up. 


The Wheel juddered into life. 


Its banging and shaking made Onca jump
and he was so startled that his heart rate took longer than usual to settle
down. He almost laughed at himself.


While he prepared his equipment and the Wheel’s program, he worked
up to a decision that he had to make. 


Everyone said that he would be fighting with his assault rifle in
hand but no one actually believed that. It was too good to be true. There’s no
reason to doubt it, they said.


Yeah, right. 


It just seemed obvious that it would be blades versus blades
inside the Orb arena. Claws against knives. Hoping for more was wishful
thinking. 


Onca took out his twin machetes and gave each blade another check
over. They were custom made but based on the Brazilian Army IMBEL 2065 Pattern
Jungle and Combat Knife. The design featured a massive 25-centimeter blade and
a clipped point, better for stabbing someone with than the traditional machete
shape. 


With a final check of his armor and equipment, he started the
video capture suite and ran the program.


Onca stepped into the secure area. 


The Wheel groaned and hissed into life as the servos and
gyroscopes whirred inside the limbs of the mechanical alien beast. The yellow
skin over the surface was some sort of ballistic gel material covered with a
textured layer that would precisely record the strength of blows it received
and the depth of cuts into the gel beneath. 


Onca flexed his arms, looking across the area as the arms rolled
toward him. The blades on the end were removable but he was trying to prove his
worth beyond question. So there was no room for doubt. No room for any civilian
to say “Yes, but…”. It had to be unequivocal. Still, he was wary of those six
long blades and the danger they posed, even with his armor. 


He slipped sideways while the machine was still five meters away
and it moved to match him, rolling over like it did in the replays. 


It rushed forward, accelerating up to the full speed recorded all
those years ago.


Onca could have programmed it to run at half speed or at any
percentage but he needed it to be realistic. He could have warmed up to the
full speed. Could have started at ten percent and built up to one hundred to
give himself practice and ease into it. But when he got to the alien space
station he would have to walk into the arena and start the fight at full speed
right away. So that was how he had to do it now. He had to remove any doubt
from anyone’s mind. His own included. His own most of all. 


It whipped toward him, motors screaming as the wheels inside spun,
the replica arms rolling over and over. 


Onca moved, darting back the other way and the machine alien
flipped over to match him.


So fast. Faster than he could believe. 


Inhumanly fast. 


Time only to roll his shoulders and fend off the incoming blow
from the triple bladed threat, the power of it sending his offhand weapon
flying, not deflecting the blow enough and the machine-alien hand smacked him
on the arm, smashing on through to his shoulder. His armor took the full force
but the mass and momentum were impossible to resist.


Onca rolled with the blow, letting it throw him over and coming up
to find the arm ripping into his chest. It was there, looming over him, a
terrifying machine programmed to kill him. 


The reality of it flicked through his mind. The fleeting thought. 


This is a mistake.


It hit him so hard in the chest that he could not get a breath,
the impact shocked him through his whole body. As it yanked back the mechanical
arm, the bladed fingers caught his anti-stab armor plates across his chest and
ripped them apart, tearing away the outer layer. 


Pain. 


Something had gone through, deeper, cut his body. 


No time to think, he slashed at the arm as it withdrew, catching
something at least, hard enough to jar his arm.


The parameters for victory were simulated injuries to the Wheel.
It would assess the total newtons of impacts received and the total depth and
volume of cuts and gouges to the ballistics gel. The parameters were by
necessity somewhat arbitrary but the project scientists had set them on
estimates. He had to do more damage. A lot more.


Still moving, always moving, he stepped back and ducked the follow-up,
stabbing with his offhand blade up into one of the foot pads and transferring
to the other side. He swiped both blades as he went, carving chunks out of the
gel covering the feet and hub. The arm on the other side connected to the top
of his helmet, staggering him, blinding him. He twisted away to the sound of
the machine pursuing him and the impact on his back sent him sprawling onto his
face, arms spread wide with the machete combat knives gripped in both hands. 


Fear built as he scrambled aside, the whirring and juddering chasing
him. A mechanical claw caught him in the heel as he rolled away, tearing his
leg armor away and gouging a wound through his calf.


You’re going to die. 


Onca leaped up, spinning and hacking at the arm that came toward
him and forced it aside with rapid strikes and charged in close. He could not
get a breath, his leg almost buckled under him. 


Alright, enough now. 


The wheel kept spinning, the six legs hammering down as it rolled
at him and Onca cut and cut the limbs within reach and forced his way to the center,
to the hub section. He stabbed into it, punching his blades into the middle
over and over.


The machine whirred and juddered, slowing and stopping until it
was no more than an electrical hum. 


Onca collapsed onto it, chest heaving and wheezing, blind to
anything. He dropped both weapons, clanging to the floor and hung on to the
warm synthetic flesh. 


Clapping. 


He twisted his head to the side, pain shooting through his neck. 


Through watering eyes, he saw a blurry group of people applauding.



He licked his lips, sipped in air through the tightness in his
chest. 


“Help.”


He fell. 


 


***


 


“What were you thinking?” General Richter said from behind her
desk.


“I’m fine. Completely recovered. Near enough.”


“Are you joking? I read the medical reports, I had hourly updates.
I know how you are. That’s not what I asked.”


Onca smiled. “What was I thinking? That I would remove any
lingering doubt as to my suitability for this mission.”


She nodded. “Well, you’ve certainly done that. The Selection
Committee is ecstatic. The UNOP Board could not rubber stamp the decision fast
enough. You are guaranteed a place on the mission.”


Onca could not fight the grin that spread across his face. “You
don’t seem happy. I would have thought you would see this as a success. A
vindication of your systems and processes and choices.”


“It is, yes. And I am gratified that you survived your off the
books encounter with the Wheel. Unfortunately, you inspired three of your
colleagues to attempt the same thing last night. Lieutenant Nguyen was killed.
Almost immediately, unfortunately.”


Onca threw up his hands. “You cannot blame that on me. That one is
not on me. Why did you not put security on the Wheelhouse? Why not power it
down for good?”


She nodded. “Yes, of course. Colonel Boone had posted two guards
on the Wheelhouse but they were talked around by the candidates. They will be court-martialed.
It seemed like they were having a high old time and they were convinced it was
their route into the mission. Unfortunately, they did not appear to appreciate
the risks.” She shrugged. “Perhaps they did. And no, I do not blame you. It
just seems as though the bodies stack up behind you.”


Onca took a deep breath. His heart raced. “I am a soldier.”


“You are.”


“And you have left plenty of bodies behind you, also.”


“I have. That’s true. And I have spent a long time working on
myself to overcome the emotional difficulties that resulted from my experiences
with violence.”


Onca snorted, genuinely amused. “That is the difference between
women and men.”


She seemed amused by that, also. “So your position is that men do
not experience mental health issues following high-stress experiences?”


Onca shrugged. “Some men. Not me. You seemed convinced that I am
broken. I am not. Your own scientists and doctors report that I am an outlier,
that my genetic structure and environmental influences have resulted in a body
with all kinds of physical traits unusual in themselves and unheard of all
together in one man. Is it not possible that my mind is the same? That I am not
weakened by distressing experiences but in fact, am strengthened by them?
Surely, in the range of individual variability, there must be some people like
that. And if that is likely, then surely I am one of those people. The evidence
suggests that this is the case.”


General Richter sighed, leaned back in her chair. “Alright. Fine.
My instincts have been wrong before. I just hope you can hold it together
during the years we are journeying through space in a tin can the size of a
barracks block.”


“We? You’re not going on the spaceship?”


“I certainly am. We’re going to have to learn to get along, Onca.
And it’s time for both of us to pack our bags. Shortly, we will be relocating
to Florida. From there we’re going into orbit and docking with the ship, the
UNOPS Nemesis. The largest space craft ever constructed and our new home
for twenty-nine years. The rest of our lives, most likely. Time to say your
farewells to Earth. And before all that, it is time for you to say goodbye to
Brazil.”


“General?”


“Your government has requested you return to Brasilia. I’m sure
they want to congratulate you and so on. And although this entire project is
officially a secret and you will not be publicly acknowledged until later, I’m
willing to bet you’ll have politicians queuing up to get their picture taken
with you. For posterity. You might one day be the most famous Brazilian in
history.”


“Christ, save me.”


 


***


 


It was as the General had predicted in Brasilia. Senior Generals
escorted him between meetings in government buildings and secure sites and,
more often than not, they wanted a picture or video of the meeting. Onca was
utterly miserable. Fighting the desire to slug every politician in their
grinning, idiot mouth.


At the end of the trip, his colleagues invited him for a quick drink
in a hotel suite before the transport took him to the airfield. They said it
was to toast to his success. Onca sat in the too-soft, cracked leather chair
and waited for the conversation to turn to the real reason they had accosted
him. 


“You did well today, Major,” General Alvarez said as he filled his
tumbler with single malt Scottish whisky from the side cabinet. And another one
for General Branca. “Do you still not drink? One for the road, perhaps? For old
time’s sake?”


Onca shook his head. 


“Well, I hope you don’t mind if we indulge ourselves,” Alvarez
said as he passed General Branca his glass. “I know how much you despise those
politicians. But they certainly liked you.”


“Politicians like to attach themselves to success,” Onca said.
“Especially when there is no risk to them.”


Branca looked surprised as he nodded in agreement.


“How is there no risk to them?” Alvarez said, settling down in his
soft chair opposite Onca. 


“If I beat the alien then they share the images publicly and claim
responsibility. If I fail or am not selected for the final fight, the images
are simply not released and they have lost nothing.”


Alvarez puffed out his chest. “But you have already been
selected.”


“For the mission, yes. But as General Richter enjoys pointing out,
there are years between leaving Earth and arriving at the Orb. There are twelve
candidates setting out and one of us will be chosen to fight the final fight. I
am the best candidate now. I am the only one to have defeated the mechanical
wheel device on the full settings. That does not mean I will be the man chosen
at the end. Anything could go wrong, I could be injured or develop an illness.
My performance could drop off and one of the others could improve. It is a long
trip, Generals.”


The two senior officers exchanged looks that we full of meaning. 


Branca, the General from Military Intelligence and Brazilian
liaison to UNOP, shuffled himself forward in his seat and leaned in. 


“You must win, Onca.”


Onca fought down the violence rising inside him. “I intend to.”


“Easy, Major,” General Alvarez said. “We know that you understand
your duty.”


“My duty? Sir.”


“To the Army,” Alvarez said.


“To Brazil,” Branca cut in, speaking over the senior General. “You
must do this for all of us, Major. We are one of the top states financing the
Orb Project but we are still regarded as junior partners to the Americans, the
Chinese and the Russians. Even the Indians. Already, with your selection as the
number one candidate our stock has risen considerably within the Project. And
it would fall in the same fashion should one of the candidates from the other
nations be the victor in the arena. God forbid one of the Americans or the
Chinese.”


“I understand,” Onca said. “But the final selection will be out of
my hands. General Richter will be on the ship, the UNOPS Nemesis. And
the ship will be far away but in constant communication with the UNOP Board.
All I can do is continue to be the best candidate.”


“Quite right,” Alvarez said, swirling his drink. “Quite right,
indeed. And yet…”


Onca looked at him, waiting.


“And yet,” Branca said. “You could help to ensure the others do
not succeed.”


They watched his reaction closely. 


He laughed.


“You want me to sabotage my comrades? In an enclosed space, where
I have to live and work, for fifteen years? And perhaps fourteen years of the
return journey? I don’t think so, sir.”


Alvarez scowled. “What did you say?”


“Comrades?” Branca said, gesturing to the senior General to be quiet.
“I have read all of General Richter’s reports. You’re the most unpopular man in
the Project. And it looks to us as if the feeling is mutual. You have no love
for those people. In fact, you seem to despise them. You have worked to
undermine each of them. You have injured many of them in the last six months,
beating them to a pulp on the practice mat, putting them in the infirmary. One
of them you threw from a third-floor window and the woman still cannot walk.
She may never recover. You did that to ensure you would come out on top. You
did. Do not pretend you have any morality, Onca. We know what you are.”


Alvarez hushed the other man up as he was speaking but the words
were still spoken.


“You know what I am?” Onca said, speaking quietly. “And what is
that?”


“A patriot. A proud member of our armed forces, despite a
temporary disagreement when you went private. But you are one of us and we know
that you will do your duty.”


Onca nodded. “If you read the reports, you know that Richter
already has doubts about me. Taking out the other candidates would only mark me
as a man to not be trusted with the final challenge.”


“She is irrelevant,” Branca said. “You overcame her absurd
opinions with your sheer ability. Your sheer force of will.”


Alvarez drained his drink and set his drink down on the table,
clinking with crystal solidity. 


“No one is asking you to take them out,” General Alvarez
said. “Merely that you remember your duty to your country. That’s all we ask.”


They expected him to say something. They were not going to let him
leave until he agreed so Onca decided to what he always had done with senior
officers. Tell them exactly what they wanted to hear, then do as he saw fit. 


“Of course,” General Branca said, speaking into the silence before
Onca could respond. “I would normally encourage a man now by vaguely
threatening something that mattered to him. Unfortunately, in your case you
don’t have anything that matters to you, do you, Major? Your legacy, perhaps.
Your famous name. We backed you after Sao Paulo. We looked after your name,
briefed the media that you were a hero. It would be trivial to let them know
how it was all your fault. That you let a woman into your organization who was
a terrorist. How you personally led your men into an obvious trap and yet you
somehow managed to survive. It wouldn’t take them long to ask questions about
your own loyalties.”


Onca smiled, nodded.


“I knew you were a piece of work, General. I expected you to go
down this road earlier. But fine. You got me. I’ll do whatever you say.”


It was Branca’s turn to smile. “I know you don’t care. What does a
slum kid care about what the country thinks? The elites, the politicians? You
hold them in contempt, as you should. If only you had a living legacy that you
cared about. Sadly, you have no family. And no friends left alive.”


Onca returned his look with what he hoped was complete blankness.


“Or have you?” Branca said, a little smile twitching the corner of
his mouth. 


General Alvarez got up to pour himself another drink. Branca kept
speaking. 


“We all thought it was quite touching, the way you looked after
your men’s families after the Abora Biopharma Sao Paulo disaster. Especially
the late Captain Matos Hernandez. You even went to visit his wife before you
transferred to the United States. Such dedication to the wellbeing of your best
friend’s wife and his daughter is not remarkable in itself. In fact, it is
perfectly common. But we were investigating you closely and I’m afraid we
discovered your regular transactions to Camila Hernandez’s account. I’m sure
you thought you covered yourself thoroughly but my men are professionals and
they flagged it as possible terrorist funding activity. Of course, that was
ridiculous. Once we tracked the payments back through the years, we saw that
they started seven years ago. And we tracked the payments from Camila’s account
into her savings account for her daughter. Little Lena, who is aged seven years
old. Did you ever get a paternity test? Well, in case you were wondering, we
obtained some of the girl’s genetic material and you are undoubtedly Lena’s
father. Just in case you had any lingering doubts, I just wanted you to know
that. To have the certainty. I wonder what Matos’ family would say if they
found out the truth about the precious little darling? About the perfect
daughter-in-law, the dutiful Camila. We would stop the payments, of course, and
certainly the Hernandez clan would disown the poor woman. Who knows what would
happen to the mother and child at that point? You know what these Mexican
immigrants are like, they’re obsessed with honor and so on. Quaint, really. But
quite brutal.”


Onca sat perfectly still. 


Alvarez lurked in the background, obsessively swirling his drink.
Branca sat back, his threat delivered. 


“General Alvarez,” Onca said, speaking softly. “I swear to you
that I will be the man that defeats the alien at the end of the mission. Please
see to it that Ms. Hernandez and her daughter continue to be supported for the
duration of the mission and that the terms of my will are carried out, should I
die during it. You are a military man. An honorable man at heart. If you give
me your word, soldier to soldier, I know that you will hold yourself to it
because honor and duty are important to you.”


“Alright,” Alvarez said, speaking slowly, eyes flicking to Branca.
“I give you my word.”


“And one other thing that I need from you. Considering that you
need me, that Brazil needs me more than I need you, I would appreciate this
other favor. Considering what is at stake here. Considering that I could turn
my will against the military and against anyone who might do harm to people I
care about, I would argue that I’m not asking for much.”


“What is it that you need?” Alvarez said, glancing at General
Branca, who was looking wary.


Onca nodded his thanks. “General, you will also give me your word
that you will get me to Florida in time for the launch, no matter what I do to
General Branca.”


Branca sat bolt upright, eyes bulging.


“Well,” Alvarez said, stepping backward as he spoke. “I suppose I
can do that.”


Before Branca could get fully to his feet, Onca darted across the
space between them and drove his stiffened fingers into Branca’s trachea. The
blow had Onca’s full weight behind it, delivered like a striking snake. The man
collapsed back into his armchair, clutching his ruined throat and fought to
squeeze air into his lungs.


Onca leaned over the young General and pointed a finger in his
face. 


“I will go on this mission, General. And I will be the best
candidate. And I will win. I would have done this without your threats. So, you
must understand, that you did this to yourself. Do you understand that, General
Branca?”


The man’s face was deep purple and his eyes bulged. He tried to
throw himself out of his seat but Onca pushed him back down with the same
attention he would give to waving away a fruit fly.


“You do understand,” Onca said. “That is wonderful. You will lose
consciousness in a moment. Perhaps you will receive medical attention before
your brain is deprived of oxygen for too long. Perhaps General Alvarez will
take pity on you and perform an emergency tracheotomy himself? If he did, you
might owe him a few favors, wouldn’t you say? Or maybe his life would be easier
with you out of the way. I suppose it depends on how he feels about you. Do you
have any last words?”


Branca clawed at his own neck where the purple bruising was
already spreading. 


“Look at my face as I say this,” Onca said. “You threatened the
wrong man.”


It was doubtful the man was able to make much sense of what Onca
was saying but he probably caught the essence of it. After a couple of seconds
of thrashing, Branca stopped moving and lay slumped in the chair like a
ragdoll. 


Onca looked at General Alvarez, who had half turned away, a finger
in one ear.


“Ah, Onca, my dear boy,” Alvarez said, voice higher pitched than
usual and strained joviality. “No doubt you’ll want to get to Florida as
quickly as you can. Quickly as you can. I’m just arranging for my personal jet
to take you right away.”


So, Onca realized, there were indeed benefits to being Brazil’s
greatest hero.


You could get away with murder. 


 


 


 
















 


3. ONCA’S DUTY


 


Sandra blocked and slipped every punch he threw, ducked under the
elbow he whipped back at her head and hit him hard in the ribs with two punches
then smacked him under the jaw with an open hand palm strike. 


They were fully armored so it would not normally have hurt. But
Sandra was pumped full with a synthetic testosterone, adrenaline, and ViBeMax
cocktail. Add to that the strength- and speed-enhancing servosuit powered armor
and the force of the blow knocked him momentarily senseless.


He acted on instinct, throwing a knee in a rising strike where he
expected she would be.


But her previous combo was a feint for her real attack. She caught
his knee before it connected and slipped outside it, kicking his rear leg out
from under him. He twisted as he went down but she had predicted that, too, and
she rotated onto his back, going for a rear choke. They crashed into the floor,
hard and he reached back to pry her grip from him. 


Instead, she released the choke and took his arm, spinning
around—quicker than he had ever seen anyone perform the move—and forcing him
into an armbar. She heaved back, trying to break his arm. She grunted inside
her helmet, the power pack on her back thrummed and the motors whined. Onca’s
arm stretched. Pain shot out from his elbow down to the tips of his fingers and
up to his shoulder, aching and stabbing. He imagined his tendons snapping, his
elbow joint overextending and popping out, shattering bone. She squeezed
further, inching deeper into her grip, sliding like an anaconda.


The powered armor was strong enough to do it.


Around the edges of the training room, the watching candidates
were deathly silent. Onca knew that, inside, they would be cheering Sandra for
all they were worth. Most of them had beaten him during the two years of the
voyage to the outer Solar System. But he had beaten each of them in turn, more
often than they had him. But only just. Each of them was committed to achieving
the maximum level of performance humanly possible, even if that required
cramming dangerous amounts of drugs into their systems, training to the edge of
injury and risking permanent damage to themselves and each other. 


He pushed one of her legs into position, rolled over and climbed
to his feet, arm still in her grasp. She clung onto him with a death grip,
clamped around his arm with the inexorability of a machine. He cried out with
the effort but he lifted her off the ground then slammed her down on her back,
her helmeted head cracking on the floor beneath. 


Her grip did not loosen. But it did slip downward enough for him
to twist out of it, grab her wrist and smash his uninjured elbow into it.


The powered armor was weakest at the wrists as the hydraulic links
between the forearm and the hand plate attached only on one side and the rigid
outer shell of his own armor struck hard and clean at the ulna while he held
her hand open. 


It cracked, smashing the bone and she growled in animal fury at
the injury. Onca twisted her hand and kicked her in the side of the head with
the heel of his boot. He let her go as her head bounced on the hard floor once
again, dazed just for a moment.


He dropped down over her, ready to finish her off. 


Sergeant Jackson, acting as referee, leaped in and pushed Onca
away.


“Medic!” he called. 


“I’m fine,” Sandra said, clutching her wrist, trying to get up,
eyes glazed over. 


“Stay where you are, Sandra, it’s over now,” Jackson said.


Onca felt the eyes on him as he stood looking down, breathing
heavily.


“For Christ’s sake, Onca,” Jackson said, half turning. “Why do you
always have to take it too far, huh?”


“Too far?” Onca sneered. “We’re training to be the best, here. She
would have snapped my arm in that suit, would that have bothered you?”


In his peripheral vision, he saw a few candidates and support
staff shaking their heads in disapproval. No one answered him.


“Alright. I’ll go fight the only opponent worthy of me on this
whole ship.”


Suddenly angry, he stomped out of the training room as the medical
personnel came in. 


 


***


 


The Wheel span toward him, the arms spinning round and round.
Motor whirring. 


Onca gripped his combat knife, steeled himself. 


At Onca’s insistence, UNOP built another Wheel device on the
spaceship Nemesis prior to leaving Earth’s orbit. In the training
section, they had re-purposed one of the exercise spaces so that it could be
quickly converted into a new version of the Wheelhouse.


Every candidate trained on the device. In Onca’s opinion, it was
the single most valuable element in their preparation. The Wheel was
programmable with speeds and motions that had not been recorded in the previous
mission when the ambassador was cut down so quickly but what it was capable of
was only educated speculation. 


The synthetic skin covering the foot pads slapped on the floor as
it rolled, cartwheeling closer. So tall it almost touched the low ceiling of
the low spaceship interior.


It powered down. Whirring to a stop. 


Onca whipped round, anger surging up.


General Richter stood at the control panel, alone. 


“Sorry to interrupt,” she said, brightly. “Care to join me for a
chat?”


He followed her through the training section into the
administration ring and turned to head into the senior officers’ area. 


“Not my office,” Richter said. “Come to my quarters.”


Onca cleared his throat. “Alright.”


Her quarters were larger than those of the candidates. It stood to
reason, seeing that she was the most senior officer on the Nemesis who
was not a member of the ship’s crew. Still, it was a little irksome as it was
not she who would be the one facing the alien in the Orb’s arena and winning
for humanity these great gifts that would lift the people of Earth into an
astonishing and limitless future.


Assuming he won.


Her room was similar to his and the other candidates’ but she had
an internal screen wall between the main door and her bed, creating a tiny
lounge area. One storage wall by the refrigeration unit had a section for food
preparation that Onca would have killed for. He could have fixed his own meals,
maybe. Or snacks, at least.


She had a lounge area in the corner with a comfortable-looking
twin-seat couch and armchair, covered in tasteful pale blue-gray fabric, around
a low table. There was a short stack of books on it. 


“Take a seat,” Richter said, indicating the social area.


Onca nodded his thanks and sat on the couch, assuming that the armchair
would be her favorite seat.


“Would you like a drink?” she asked, opening a cabinet at the
kitchen area. 


“Water, thank you, General.”


She laughed as she took out a half-empty bottle of spirits. “Don’t
call me General, you idiot. How about whisky?”


“Water is fine.”


“It is,” she said. “But I’m pouring you a whisky all the same.”


Well, why ask me, woman?


“I don’t drink.”


“Yes, it’s a terrible shame. And a position I don’t agree with.”
She held the tumbler out to him. “You don’t have to drink it.”


It would have been petty to not accept the glass so he nodded his
thanks and grabbed it from her hand.


Instead of taking the armchair, she slid into the other couch seat
beside him. Onca sat up straighter and moved sideways to give her more room,
out of politeness, but it seemed to amuse her.


“If you don’t want me to call you General,” Onca said. “What would
you prefer?”


She took a sip and leaned back into the corner, slinging her
offhand over the back of the couch, her tight top stretching across her
breasts. “How about Megan?”


Onca pursed his lips. “Seems a little informal for the ranking
army officer onboard. But alright.”


“Call me Richter if it makes you feel more comfortable. But I’m
sick of being called General. What am I General of, now? Out here?” She sighed
and took a drink.


“It’s your rank, not a position,” Onca said, shrugging. “You
earned it. That’s what you are. That’s what people call you.”


“Of course. Does it annoy you when people here call you Major?” 


The fumes from the drink in his hand wafted up into his face. A
chemical heat promising comfort. He left it where it was.


“You asked me in here for a reason,” Onca said. “I assume one or
more of the others came crying to you about the sparring session today. Is
there something you need to say to me? Megan.”


She seemed disappointed. Sad, even. “No one came to me. I saw what
happened on the video and data feeds.” She paused, broke eye contact. As if she
was unsure what to say next. “I don’t have anything to say to you about it. My
reason for asking you here, you say? I suppose I just wondered if you had
anything to say to me. Perhaps you have something on your mind.”


He almost smiled. “You know therapy doesn’t work on me.”


A rueful smile before she knocked back a slug of booze. “And there
it is. Round and round we go. I don’t want to be your therapist. I’m just
offering. Well. Offering to be your friend. Is all.”


Onca took a slow, deep breath and let it out carefully. “Why? I’m
sorry, I appreciate it, I do. I am expressing curiosity right now. I have no
reason to doubt that you are telling the truth about offering friendship but I
am genuinely curious as to why. I have been nothing but poor company and a poor
officer since we first met. I’m surprised you would want someone like me to be
a friend to you.”


It was as though she attempted to keep a straight face but instead
a small laugh escaped. “Very true. You have been a total shit. But.” She took a
sip. “It is a small ship, it is a long time to be on it and I am… bored.” She
downed the rest of her drink and got up to get another.


While she did so, Onca took a sip of his own. The heat burned the
back of his throat and made his eyes tingle.


“You’re bored?” he said as she came back with a full glass and put
the bottle within arm’s reach on the table. “But you get to mess with the
Captain and the ship’s officers.”


She laughed more fully at that. “You know, I have learned about
astronomy and space propulsion systems. But they all have navy, aviation or
astronaut backgrounds. And none of them have seen combat. I don’t say much to
them, they don’t say much to me.”


Every morning, Onca saw General Richter running on her favorite
treadmill, pounding away at a fast pace and putting in ten or twenty kilometers
before breakfast. Once a week, she ran a marathon distance or more. He knew
that she spent the morning reviewing training targets and meeting with the
training staff. Afternoons she spent liaising with UNOP back on Earth or with
the ship’s crew. Evenings, she messed in the lounge with the bridge crew away from
the eyes of the plebs. Most evenings he would see her leaving or arriving at
the gym for another workout. 


“You’re always active,” he said. “Seriously. How can you be
bored?”


“Did I say bored?” she said, watching the liquid in her cup as she
swirling it round and round. “Perhaps I should have said, lonely.”


The word hung there between them for a while. 


“And you thought you would ask me to your quarters?”


“You may well laugh. But yes.”


“I’ve been nothing but… unpleasant to you. Rude. Childish.”


“You’ve been worse than that,” she said. “And I always forgave
you. Forgive me if that sounds condescending. Perhaps it is condescending but I
always thought of you as a man who is damaged. A man living in considerable
pain.”


He shifted in his seat. “Always the same. You see a man who is
reserved and you assume that he is hiding something. You know this phrase in
English, that says still waters run deep? I think it means that quiet people
must be hiding something. You think this of me.”


“And,” she gestured with her whisky, “you’re saying that you are
not like that?”


“You said to me before that you’re an amateur psychologist,” Onca
said. 


“Hardly amateur,” she muttered. “Being a General is like being the
warden of a psychiatric hospital.”


“Well, then, you will know what I mean when I say that you are
projecting your own issues onto me.”


She laughed. “No, that’s not it. Not at all.”


“Then you’re seeing what you want to see,” Onca said, exasperated.
“The thing about me is, I’m an empty shell. You might think that inside here I
am bottling up years of emotional problems and twisted neuroses but the fact
is, I don’t know anything or do anything or feel anything that is not
soldiering. I’m a machine with one program. And if you keep trying to prize me
open, all you’re going to find is a bunch of rusty old gears and cogs.”


“Very poetic. I’m all choked up. Look, Onca, I just don’t believe
you. You might very well be an outlier but you are still human and no one can
go through what you’ve been through and not be affected by it.”


While she was speaking, he took another sip, grimacing as it
seared his throat again. Not as bad, that time.


“What if you’re right? Just suppose that you are right. And
suppose my therapy sessions with the psychologist unlock some horrific shit and
that process ruins my ability to fight? That would be true madness, wouldn’t
it?”


She tilted her head and squinted at him with one eye. “Why would
it ruin your fighting ability?”


“Because this is who I am. All my aggression and desire to succeed
comes from my life, from my early life and the decisions I made early on.”


“Therapy doesn’t take away your childhood, Onca. It just frees you
from it. And, anyway, I’m not trying to get you to go to the sessions, I gave
up on that months ago and instead I just wanted a chat. That’s all. Forget
about the mission for a little while. A drink. Or two. A bottle. A whole
night?”


He took another sip. “Alright. Yes. I would like that.”


“So. Do you need me to give you orders now? I’m prepared to do
that. Remove your clothes, Major, and get into my bedroom.”


 


***


 


Did she change him? Change who he was? Is that what happened?


All his past comrades who went down that road said of their wives
and long-term partners that they tried to change their husbands. They found enough
that they liked to be getting on with and then when they got their claws in,
with a child or shared loan on a house or a dog, then they tried to fix all the
problems that their soldier husbands had. Whatever their problems were. 


His retinal display said 0415 so it was less than an hour before
he had to get up, take a piss and go for a stationary run. He should probably
either get up or try to get back to sleep.


But he didn’t feel like doing either.


Beside him, Megan Richter breathed deeply inside a tangle of sheets
that exposed entirely one muscular shoulder and the entirety of her left leg
and buttock. The memory of the night before, of her throwing herself up and
down on him, of him plowing her for what seemed like a long time. The officers’
quarters were soundproofed but it was likely half the ship had heard them at
it.


She rolled onto her back, sighing and running one long leg up and
down one of his. 


“Why are you here?” she asked. 


First, it confused him. Then it annoyed him.
She sensed his irritation.


“No, no, not in my bed,” she muttered. “Why are you on the
mission? Why did you join UNOP?”


Onca sighed. He should have slipped out as soon as he woke up.


“Don’t try to back out of this now,” she said. “Be honest with
me.”


“It’s early for a heart to heart, isn’t it?”


“Is that what this is?” She stretched her arms over her head,
arching her back. “Besides, it’s late, not early.”


“Wouldn’t you rather go for a run instead?” 


“After.”


“It’s not a simple answer.”


“Should it not be? Why are you here? What would drive you to do
all this and keep doing it? Drive you all this way away from home?”


“Duty.”


She made a small sound. “Duty to what?”


Onca sighed, threw up an arm. “To my country.”


They lay side by side, looking up at the low ceiling. 


“It’s an easy answer,” she said. “It’s the answer I always use
myself when I am asked. Everyone accepts it. Especially our superiors in the
military and in the civilian governments. Of course they do. They are
completely entangled with the concept of the nation state and their own one in
particular. But duty to a country?” She waved a hand in the air above them.
“The concept breaks down when you closely examine it. What exactly about the
country are you being dutiful to? The individual leaders? The government? The
system of government?”


“Yes. If it’s a good one. Brazil stands for independence. For
liberty. We threw off our distant rulers. We were the first nation to outlaw
slavery, did you know that? It’s something to be proud of.”


“That’s what you’re fighting an alien for? Brazil’s constitution?”


He sighed. Women never let anything go. They’re never satisfied
until they’ve driven their point deep into the argument.


“It’s not just political. Obviously. It’s the people. The culture
of the people. The heritage. The art and the music.”


“So, you’re fighting for Brazil. Not for yourself? Not for the
rest of humanity?”


“Alright, I am fighting for myself. To find out how good I can be.
Every day, pushing myself more. Every day, trying to move the peak of my
performance higher. The rest of humanity? I don’t know them. Most of the ones I
have met are brutal, miserable bastards. People that know only how to destroy
and tear things down.”


“Don’t take this the wrong way. But many people would say that
about you, you know?”


He hooked one arm behind his head. “I know. But they would be
wrong. I might be a killer but I defend the people who make things. I defend
the scientists and the engineers who make this world a good place. And I kill
only those who want to tear down the world. I’m a defender of people. Of good
people. I’m a monster so that they can live their good lives. At least, I used
to be.”


“You’re defending everyone on Earth, now. By doing this. And the
people heading out to Mars and the orbital habitats and everywhere that people
are.”


“Am I? This whole thing is a secret. Will they ever even know
about me? Or will it be classified for all time? Don’t answer that, I know it
doesn’t matter. I don’t need validation. And I’m not doing it for them. Most
people just want to live quiet, small lives. Then you get maybe thirty percent
of people who want only to tear down everything that those small people have.
They want to criticize and exploit and steal from them. And then there’s a tiny
minority. Maybe less than ten percent. And they are the ones who make the
world. They are the scientists and business owners and community leaders. They
try to drag the people up out of the shit. And us? Soldiers? Police? We are ten
percent of them. The fraction who keeps order. Who will use violence and
righteous authority to keep the thirty percent in order. I don’t want to defend
all people everywhere. I don’t need to. I only need to keep the ten percent
safe. They can do the rest.”


She was quiet beside him. He wondered if she had fallen asleep.


“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to hear you say that. But I
am. I don’t see the world in quite the same way as you. I have more faith in
the masses.”


“Why are you doing this, then? You’re not here for Germany but you
are here for all humanity? That’s too broad, too all-encompassing to be
conceptualized.”


“I am here for Germany. At least, Germany at its best. For Goethe,
Einstein and Bach. For German engineering and innovation. And for the best of
every other nation on Earth. For the best of us.”


“Sounds a lot like my philosophy.”


“Maybe. But I don’t think it’s types of people. Thirty percent are
evil and ten percent protectors? No. I think it’s just that we are animals.”


“What?” Onca looked at her from the corners of his eyes. 


“I think we forget that we are just animals. We are so hard on
ourselves about the things we do. The atrocities that we commit. And rightly
so.” She spoke with a sleepy detachment, as if her mind was far away. “But that’s
just our animal nature coming out. The brutal side that is in all of us. Some
more than others. And we have overcome that brutality in our art and our
science and in cooperation and the spiritual, the divine.”


“You’re religious?”


“Oh. No. God, no. Atheist. But I just mean, that sense of wonder,
that feeling of profundity, whatever you call it. Are you religious?”


“Doesn’t it say in your files?”


“Doesn’t say.”


“Everyone believes in God where I come from. So, I suppose I do,
too. But I never thought much about it. And I still don’t. Except to curse
Him.”


“Must have been rough growing up how you did.”


“Do you want to ask about my mother now? Is that what therapists
ask next?”


“Just conversation. I don’t want to get up yet. If you don’t want
to talk, you can take a shower here. Or we can do something else?”


It was different from the night before. Slower, less intense. But
better, in many ways. It felt less like desperate rutting and more like making
a connection. More like communication.


“Maybe I should leave now,” Onca said after. “Before too many
people are up.”


“You’re worried about someone seeing you leave my quarters? Why?
I’m not. Everyone is fucking everyone else on this ship. Why should we be any
different?”


Onca said nothing. 


“I don’t want to rush you,” she said. “Or force you into anything.
But I liked last night. And this morning. And I don’t just mean the sex. I hope
that you don’t pull away from this. I would like it if we could be friends.”


“The others would see it as favoritism. Resent it.”


“It bloody well is favoritism. I don’t want to invite any
of the others into my bed. Well, maybe Sergeant Anderson. You never cared what
they thought before, why start now? And if they are true colleagues, they would
just be happy we’re banging each other.”


“I never realized what a romantic soul you are.”


She laughed. “Come back tonight. This is simple, Onca. We’re just
two friends who occasionally screw each other. No one can get hurt or lose out
on anything here.”


“Alright. Just no more whisky.”


“You can do what you want. I’m taking a drink.”


 


***


 


For months, life was good and growing better. He saw Megan almost
every night and shared a bed more often than not. They even started sharing a
bed without having sex and Onca realized he truly enjoyed her companionship.
Enjoyed it at a fundamental level and in a way that he had never experienced
before.


Everything else stayed the same. 


Or so he thought. 


He trained just as hard as he always had. He slept in no later and
he jumped out of bed at 0530 just the same and pushed himself into a long run,
no matter how late he had been up with Megan, talking or screwing.


Despite every nuance of their performance being monitored and
analyzed by complex algorithms and AIs, no one spoke to him about the changes
in his performance. Later, Megan explained that it was within the parameters
for ordinary variation but he knew that she was lying.


It was only a small thing, at first. But, when he looked back, he
saw the signs everywhere.


“Good morning,” Onca said to the others at their table in the mess
hall one day in the fifth year. “What’s breakfast today?”


“Pastries,” Sandra said. “Special treat for Anna Jensen’s
birthday, you know, from the science team? Danish like this, and different
croissants. There’s American style donuts up there, too.”


Onca pulled a face as he sat down with his bowl and spoon. “I’ll
stick with oatmeal and peanut butter, thanks.”


“Every day,” Sandra said, in mock outrage. “Every bloody day,
porridge and peanut butter. I don’t know how you can face it. And you turn your
nose up at these?”


“And I don’t know how you guys don’t like it. It’s got everything—”


“It’s got everything the body needs, yeah, yeah. Well, I’m eating
pastries today because my body needs it.”


Onca shook his head and shoveled a spoon of breakfast in his
mouth. “You lack discipline,” he said, speaking with his mouth full. “Eating that
crap means you’ll run out of glycogen before the end of the morning session and
you know it.”


He thought of those words two weeks later when Sandra caught him
with a left hook to the back of his head, just behind the ear. Or so he found
out when he woke up from being knocked senseless. 


“What did you hit me with?” he asked the blurry form above him. 


“You’re in the infirmary,” the doctor said.


Just a lucky punch, everyone said and Onca was inclined to believe
them. After all, he’d been concussed before, knocked unconscious, trapped in
locks and forced to tap out. When you train with full contact sparring sessions
using competition rules, severe injuries happened even to the best of them.


Ten days after, he suffered a broken cheekbone, an overextended Achilles
tendon and a torn hamstring all in a single round. 


Something was very wrong.


“My performance has plummeted,” he said to Megan as they reviewed
the data in her quarters. 


“Don’t exaggerate.” She sighed and sat back. “It’s more of a
stagnation, that’s all.”


“While many of the others have overtaken me in key areas. I know
what this is.”


“It would be easy to jump to conclusions. You’ve a series of
injuries that have plagued you and a drop off while you recover is completely
natural.”


“You’ve got it all wrong, Megan. Back to front. My performance
dropped off before my injuries. Weeks before, look.”


She argued. Found a dozen reasons to explain it and all of them
made sense. To her. 


But Onca knew the truth. 


Happiness had ruined him. 


“But you’ve been doing everything the same,” the argued. “We said
our relationship could never change our schedule and we have stuck to that
completely. You keep the same hours. You train for just as long.”


“I’m not as focused. I don’t train as well.”


“I don’t believe that. Anyway, we’re talking barely any changes in
most of the criteria. Your minutes per klick pace has even gone up. Deadlifts
are up.”


“Can’t you see? There is nothing wrong with my body. It is the
most sensitive tests I am failing. Shooting. Anything requiring concentration.
My problem is mental. It is a lack of focus.”


“We will work it out,” she said, looking at him strangely. “Stay
the course and we will see this through. I believe in you, Onca. You can do
this.”


Onca nodded, looking at the point when his performance started to
suffer.


But he knew what he had to do. 


The Wheel.


 


***


 


Onca dressed for war. Full armor, full weapons loadout but without
live rounds. He wouldn’t fire his weapon in the new Wheelhouse, not even the
blanks, but he felt it necessary to prepare himself in exactly the same way as
when he would board the massive Orb and venture inside the arena. 


They had increased the security on the Wheelhouse mechanism. They
had enough of the candidates sneaking in at night and trying their hand at the
terrible machine. 


But Onca had been breaking security networks since he was a child
and had kept up the hobby, on and off, ever since. He made short work of the
half-hearted security measures and turned off the alarms. 


They did not want anyone hurting themselves on the Wheel again.
But they also believed that no one would take such a risk again because they
trained with the device regularly. They thought there was little need for the
health and safety precautions during the off-hours night watch period. No one
had anything to prove any more. No one was psychologically damaged enough to
take the risk.


But Onca needed to prove to himself that he was still the man he
once was. 


As before, he disabled the protocols that restricted speed, torque
and the life preservation algorithms. 


The screens flashed dire warnings at him that he had to tap
through, over and over. Confirm, confirm. 3D, bright red, and flashing words
leapt up out of the display unit. He stopped them alerting the core systems but
knew he would not have long before he was discovered and shut down. 


He jammed the door to the Wheelhouse by forcing up the emergency
override handle in the wall.


The mechanical Wheel juddered into life, the huge motors making
rapid banging sounds loud enough to resonate through the internal walls all the
way to the crew quarters in the habitation ring sections. Surely, someone would
come to investigate soon. He had to hurry.


There was little chance, in Onca’s opinion, that the alien Orb
would allow him to take his assault rifle into the arena so he left it on the
control panel and drew his single, large combat knife. Working with the weapons
specialist and machinists in the spaceship’s shop, they had found a steel alloy
with a material structure that resulted in a blade with just the right
flexibility but with incredible hardness and durability.


And Onca had a profound sense that the arena would let him go in
with at least one knife. Everything about the set up suggested the Orb builder
aliens-whoever and wherever they were-had set up the fight with the Wheelhunter
species so that it would be a fair one. Why else would the vast space of the
arena be empty? Why else would the Wheelhunter creature in the last mission
have come in without projectile weapons or some sort of equivalent?


The strategists and even Megan warned him about making assumptions
but what else could they do? Any of them?


Onca unlatched the security gate and stepped inside the combat
zone. Underfoot, the crosshatched yellow lines warned him that he was now in
danger and to step back if he had entered by mistake. 


No shit. 


The Wheel, scarred and tired-looking, surged toward him. It had
been hacked and battered so often that the legs and arms had picked up a series
of loose, mechanical noises as it cartwheeled across the combat zone. It
sounded like a case of socket wrenches bouncing down a concrete stairwell. The
rolling arms with the three sharp blades on each hand turned with a jittery
madness, blurring as they whipped at his face.


He twisted away from the first attack and stabbed up with his new
combat knife, scoring the machine’s fingers without even looking. Against the
real alien, that blow might have severed the hand. No one knew if the
Wheelhunter aliens experienced physical pain but Onca was convinced that no
advanced species could develop enough without a profound sense of its own
mortality.


The machine Wheel, on the other hand, knew no pain. It did not
flinch or shy away from combat knives, no matter how technologically advanced
and deadly they were.


It caught him with a bladed finger.


A blade tip, slightly curved like an eagle’s beak, tore a short
gash in the shoulder of his suit as he darted by the device and it latched onto
the edge of one of the flexiplate inserts. 


The inexorable mass of the machine dragged him off balance and
staggered him, pulled him back and down.


Disbelief. Confusion as his back hit the hard floor, arms flung
out just for a moment and already he was rolling away, blade up in one hand to
fend off the follow up swipe.


A massive, mechanical footpad rolled down onto his hand. Crushing
it.


Onca did not cry out. He shut down the sense of the pain as the
waves of the agony crashed against his awareness.


But the injury distracted him enough and immobilized him enough
for the device to spin, turn and hack its other clawed hand into Onca’s head. 


Then he screamed. 


 


***


 


“I know why you did it,” Megan said, standing over his bed in the
medical compartment. She was scowling, arms behind her back, looking down her
nose at him. Like a General. 


He was hooked up to a dozen beeping machines and dosed up to the
balls with painkillers and God only knew what else. But he was conscious enough
to see that, as well as disapproving, she was pitying him. 


Disgusted, with himself and with her, he turned away. 


“Obviously.” He spat the word out. 


She drew a deep breath. “It will be weeks before you are back to
your old self.”


“Months. So the doctor said. But I will do it. And then I will
take back my position as the prime candidate.”


“Of course,” she said, smoothly. But he knew what she would be
thinking. What they would all be thinking. 


He is finished. 


“I made a mistake,” he said.


“Yes,” she agreed. “You were not concentrating. I reviewed the
video. You left it recording on purpose, so that we could see your victory. See
how irreplaceable you are. But you weren’t focusing like you normally do. You
were too emotional, you were trying it for the wrong reasons.”


“No,” he said, then hesitated. “Also, yes. But I know why I was
not focused. And that is the mistake I made.”


She hung her head. “You think it is because of me. Because our
relationship has made you soft.”


“It has. You can’t deny that it has. I was right and I should
never have listened to you. I opened myself up, to you and to the others. I was
convinced by what you said about my true duty. But I should not have made
friends, not with you and not with any of them.”


“That is nothing but resistance. That is you evading difficult
emotions. True personal growth is difficult, you must push through.”


“Sit down,” he said, nodding at the lightweight chair beside his
bed. 


She hesitated for a moment then eased herself in, looking back
expectantly.


He told the story hesitantly, feeling he owed her the truth but
unused to speaking about himself, his past. 


“When I was a little boy, they used to try to beat me up. And I
never ran away from a fight. The older kids, the ones in the gangs. And no
matter how many times I beat them up, they only tried harder. Always, they were
a year or three years older than I was. And I used to think, when I get to
their age, be as big as them, they will leave me alone. I must not have been
very clever. There were always boys a year older than me and they always wanted
to fight me. Then when I was a about twelve, this young guy called Carlos came
for me. Carlos was the nephew of a big gang guy, and young Carlos wanted to
make a name for himself just like the others in his family had done, by
smacking down every other kid in the neighborhood in such a brutal way that the
reputation he established would last his whole life. And I knew he would come
for me. It was all the same to me and I beat him to a pulp. And a couple of his
idiot friends who jumped me after.


“I was injured badly. Carlos and his thugs crawled away, cursing
my name. Promising revenge. So, I hid. Not out of fear, though I was afraid. I
knew that by disappearing they would have to blunder around looking for me,
giving me the advantage. I don’t know how I knew this. But I did. Days, it
lasted. They went around threatening all the other kids, offering rewards for
sightings of me. So I stopped speaking to anyone, avoided my friends and anyone
who knew me. They would sell me out, I knew that and I didn’t hold it against
them. They were just trying to survive, same as me. Same as everyone. So, I hid
in the shadows, watching them from the darkness and from rooftops, waiting for
the best opportunities and slinking away when they were too many. And when they
broke into pairs or went about one at a time, I would attack.


“I knew they would never stop. If I beat them to a pulp, they
would come back at me over and over until they got me. I didn’t want to do it.
Maybe I did, I was angry all the time. But I killed them. One by one, leaping
from the shadows and cutting their throats or stabbing them in the chest and
back. Carlos went crazy, tearing the place up. They went about in one big group
by that point, so I had to track them back to where they slept and I took them
when they went for a piss or went off with a girl. 


“Someone sold me out. Never found out who. But Carlos cornered me
in the back of a phone shop, little shack, really, open at the front, you know?
And the crowd outside saw when I jumped from up inside the roof, in the shadows
of the corner by the rusting rafters, with the cockroaches and spider
carcasses. I jumped out, they say I was snarling. All I remember clearly is
knowing that everything rested on that moment, on that single attack. On the
tip of that knife finding its way into Carlos’ neck.”


Onca grabbed the water bottle they had left for him and drank. 


“So,” Megan said. “That’s when you had to run away from home?”


“That was a bit later. After Carlos, people left me alone. And I
left them alone. Every now and then, someone would come fight me but everyone
who lived nearby was afraid of me. You can’t survive for long in that
environment without people to watch your back and stand up for you. In the end,
I made enemies of more serious people than lightweight amateur gangsters like
Carlos and his goons. Men. Men who would burn down a neighborhood to kill just
one kid. And that was when I joined the army. No one else to run to.”


Megan crossed her arms. “I see.”


He closed his eyes, the effort of recounting his past and the
opiates overcoming him. 


“Do you? Maybe you do. What I’m trying to say is I have been
solitary my entire life. Even in the army. In patrols, I was a forward scout. A
sniper without a spotter. Being a sergeant was the hardest rank I had because
of how close I had to be to the men in my unit, whether my squad or the whole
platoon. The other sergeants in the company. When I was commissioned as an
officer, it was easier. Everyone expected me to be isolated by that point.”


“Your men loved you,” Megan said. “The ones that didn’t hate you,
that is. I’ve seen your entire history. They knew you.”


“They loved my competence. They loved my success. And that’s
fine.”


“What about when you were in the Joint South American Rapid
Response Force? You made friends there, men that even followed you to Sabre Rubro.
Your Mexican friend, Hernandez.”


And I repaid his friendship with infidelity. His daughter, his
wife’s daughter, is mine. She will be eight years old now. No, I was no friend
to him. Every time I try friendship, I ruin it.


But he said none of that.


“He’s dead.”


She reached out and took his hand. “You have been a good friend to
me.”


“Exactly,” he pulled his hand back. “And this is where it got me.
I know now. It is too late for me to change my ways. My life experience has
burned pathways into my brain that are deep and wide. It is too late to reroute
them. I need to go back to what I know. Regain my place as the priority
candidate. I need to do it immediately, before the monthly reporting gets
done.”


Megan hesitated. “Why the urgency?”


Onca started to tell her. About his government’s threats to his
daughter’s wellbeing.


 He stopped.


“It’s who I am.”


 


***


 


Years passed. The Nemesis ploughed on, beyond the orbit of
Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, spinning and spinning around its axis, twice every
minute. The inside of that vessel was all Onca knew. From leaving Earth to
arrival at the Orb was almost 15 years. A chain of 178 months, over 5,000 days
inside a vast machine that was reactor, engines, fuel, cargo and the similar,
limited volume of living and working space as a small hotel.


 His life on Earth became a distant memory and only the cycle of
training, eating and sleeping was real. Waking early, pounding the treadmill
with weights on his back, helping to push him harder toward the ship’s outer
hull under foot. Fueling himself with carbohydrates at breakfast, one to two
thousand calories. Morning training session with knives, firearms or unarmed.
Training both unarmored and armored, using powered servomotor armor as well as
rigid and flexible body armor combinations. Midday meal of carbohydrates and
high protein, two thousand calories. Afternoon physical training, weight
training and cardio. Training for strength or muscle mass or endurance. Aerobic
and anaerobic. Low intensity, high intensity, interval training. Evening meal
high protein with fresh salad greens from the ship’s gardens. Regular medical
evaluations, injections, treatments. Evening strategic training session and VR
combat. Early to sleep. And the cycle began again.


Every day the same and yet every day different. Endless variables
to consider and trial, from training regime to strategies, reviewing and
refining techniques for months and years only to throw them all out again when
a better approach was discovered, trialed and tested and employed. Onca
sustained injuries, to his hands and his knees. A back injury proved beyond the
ability of the ship’s elite medical team for months before an experimental
treatment finally proved effective. The intensity of the training, the high
radiation environment of space and his body’s ageing threatened to defeat him
before the ship arrived at the Orb.


Around him, the candidates and crew lived entire lives. Romances
kindled, flamed and died away around him like roman candles until everyone had
history with everyone else. Years of jealousies and petty rivalries creating an
entangled web that Onca found utterly impenetrable.


Until finally, they were there.   


“Hard to believe that thing is four thousand meters in diameter,”
General Richter said, staring at the image on the screen. “Four kilometers.
It’s just a blacker circle on a black background.”


Onca grunted. “Because there’s nothing to show scale.”


“There’s the Wheelhunter ship,” she said, nodding at the screen as
she brought the new images up. It replayed the flash and the time-lapse of the
vast alien vessel maneuvering itself into orbit. It was a ship twice as large
as the Nemesis but still dwarfed by the impossible vastness of the Orb.
Both ships orbited the alien structure at the same distance but on opposite
sides so they were visible to each other only by the tiny probes both sent out
into orbits of all kinds. The UNOP commanders hesitated to make any move to
intercept the enemy’s probes or make any sudden moves that might be taken as an
act of aggression by either the Wheelhunter ship or the Orb itself. 


The Nemesis was in a constant state of readiness, with
everyone on edge and half-expecting a call to battle stations at any moment. 


Onca did his utmost to tune it all out. He removed himself
emotionally from those tensions, pulled back inside and disengaged from their
fear and their excitement. 


It took an iron will. Even the most Zen-like of his fellow
candidates seemed infected by the stress. 


Onca could not allow himself to feel anything that might
negatively impact his carefully honed peak in performance. Still, every time in
the previous two days he saw an image of the Wheelhunter vessel, he had one
thought. 


My opponent is on that ship. 


And with that thought, one other came unbidden and inevitable. 


One of us will die. 


 “I wonder if humans will ever construct something of this size,”
General Richter said, filling the silence as she always did. “If we will live
out here on the edge of the system.”


“Why bother?” Onca said. “There’s nothing out here.”


“You really don’t contemplate this stuff at all, do you?” He heard
the wry smile in her voice. “We could take apart objects in the Kuiper Belt,
build a series of huge space stations from the mass and have a vast human
population thriving out here, ringing our system. They could even launch off
from here out into interstellar space. Maybe move them out, push the habitats
away from the Sun and string stations between here and the closest star systems
so we have stepping stones, way stations to the next stars. Or they could be
moved into the inner solar system and add enormous amounts of living space
closer in.”


“Sounds like a lot of work,” Onca said. “And not something I need
to be concerned with.”


She nodded, waved the screen off and turned away. “I’m getting
romantic in my old age, ignore my rambling. Carry on, Sergeant.”


The weapon’s specialist nodded to the General then handed over the
MPR-18 Combat Rifle to Onca. 


“It’s finally there, sir,” the Sergeant said. “The recoil
adjustment is seamless. No matter the sequence in the magazine, you’ll get no
variation, none at all. Try it.”


Onca removed the magazine and checked the color-coded rounds where
they showed through the frame. 


As no one knew how the alien creature’s skin would stand up to
bullets, they were hedging their bets with the firearms and his primary weapon
would have a mixed loadout. That mix would include hollow point, saboted
tungsten penetrators for armor piercing, fragmentary explosive, highly
corrosive superacid, and blade-like flechette rounds. For years, they had gone
back and forth on whether to favor killing power over accuracy. An issue was
that the most effective mass for each form of projectile was different, which
meant differing mass of propellant and therefore different levels of recoil.
The energy needed to drive a heavy metal round at the highest possible velocity
into the target was vastly greater than required for the hollow points to be
effective. Alternating the round types decreased the overall accuracy of the
weapon but committing to just one kind of cartridge risked choosing something
the alien was resistant to.


The intelligent recoil adjustment system that the engineers had
devised was able to read each round and adjust the kickback felt by the user so
that it was precisely the same at every shot, whether fired in bursts or on
full automatic. 


So they said. 


The ship’s firing range usually hosted weapons firing blanks
combined with integrated accuracy testing but they also had a live fire box. A
long, steel plated cuboid filled with packed shreds of rubber and God only knew
what else that absorbed the rounds before they could ever threaten a hull
breach. The explosive and acid cartridges had inert substances in the place of
active ones, matching their mass and physical properties exactly. 


Onca was in full armor so he flicked on his ear protection system
and fired the whole magazine into the box. The weapon purred in his hands,
tearing through the entire mag as smoothly as silk.


He changed mags three times.


“It’s perfect,” Onca said.


The sergeant positively glowed. “We’ve worked very hard to make it
so.”


“What’s the mechanical failure rate now?”


The sergeant’s grin fell from his face. “The cartridges will not
fail. Our quality assessment in the manufacturing—”


“I didn’t ask about the cartridges. It’s the feeding I’m worried
about. It’s the cycling.”


“There is one jam for every three hundred rounds fired.”


Onca nodded and placed the MPR-18 back on the table. “Nowhere near
good enough. I’ll stick with the all-FMJ mag, unless you can improve that rate
by at least one-hundred percent. At least.”


General Richter stirred herself from her revere. “But there’s no
time to make improvements,” she said. “You’re fighting tomorrow.”


“Alright,” Onca said. “I’ll take one magazine of each round type
other than the FMJ, and I will take two of those. Can’t go wrong with slugs.”


No one bothered to correct him or point out that it was only an
assumption. They didn’t need to.


“Want to examine the sidearm, sir? You’re still going with my
WL-12?”


“Of course.”


General Richter cleared her throat. He knew what was coming and
responded before she could say it.


“Yes, I said what I meant. I want the stopping power of the twelve
millimeter, even if it means taking forty percent fewer rounds in each
magazine. If I’m using the weapon at all then it’s because the primary was ineffective
or it malfunctioned. I’ll need the power, not the rate of fire.”


“But if the Orb doesn’t let you through with the MPR-18, for some
reason, then your sidearm will need to fulfill the tactical role of the primary
weapon so why not—”


“Megan.”


That stopped her in her tracks. 


“Onca?” she said, a wry smile on her face. How many times had he
seen her look at him like that over the years? It made his heart ache. But he
stamped those feelings down, squashed them underfoot and moved on.


“It’s too late to have this discussion. I know my loadout. I know
my combat knife, I know my armor. Everything has been settled for months, bar
the MPR recoil system and, I’m sorry Sergeant, but this innovation has come too
late. No, it’s decided. It’s decided. My equipment is ready. I’m ready. I want
all my gear checked and triple checked, from now until the combat begins and
with backups for every component ready to hand.”


“The whole ship is focused on exactly that,” Richter said. 


“I know. Good. What about the shuttle?”


“If there were any problems, we would know about it. Let the crew
do their job. They’ll get us down to the Orb in time, Onca.”


“Fine. I’ll be in my quarters until it’s time to board.” He nodded
to the firing range crew, the Sergeant and the other armorers and let himself
out into the corridor, pulling the door shut.


Before he had taken four steps, she threw open the heavy door and
marched after him. 


“What the hell was that?” she asked, falling into step beside him.
“Was that it?”


He glanced down at her. “I wanted you to meet me in my quarters
but I didn’t want to invite you in front of the others.”


“The others? What do you care what anyone thinks?”


“I don’t but you have to command them all the way back to Earth.
Didn’t want to embarrass you.”


She grabbed his shoulder and yanked him to a stop, pulling him
round to face her in the corridor. “You’re an idiot, do you know that?”


“Yes, sir.”


“What the hell’s the matter with you? Don’t you think that by now
everyone on this fucking ship knows everything about us? Do you think I care
what they think? Why the fuck are you smiling?”


“No reason, General.”


“Stop being a dick. Listen, I’ve had the mess prepare something
special. The officer’s chef has been researching it for months, practicing in
secret. You’ll love it.”


The elaborate meal was already there when they arrived in Megan’s
quarters. The tiny dining table had been transformed into what appeared to be
the settings for a romantic restaurant, complete with tiny vase of plastic
flowers and an electronic light in the shape of a candle. 


“For Christ’s sake,” Megan said as they walked in. “I told them
not to go overboard with this shit. I’m sorry, I’ll clean it away.”


“Last meal for the condemned man?” Onca asked, half-heartedly
aiming for levity but failing miserably. He knew he should avoid humor. He was
no good at it. “Not that I’m ungrateful.”


Her eyes hardened. “It’s more like one last carbo-load for the
morning. And yes, you are being ungrateful. Just be quiet and eat your dinner.”


Onca sat down to it and tucked in.


The chef had made a selection of pastels, deep fried savory
pastries that could be heaven on Earth from the right street vendor but
replicating the fresh, crispy pies on a spaceship had proven a step too far for
humanity. They had been served as a first course, which was odd. The main meal
was a feijoada, a bean stew, with a vast mound of rice.


“And coxinha,” Onca said, breaking apart his deep fried,
shredded chicken meat parcel, molded into a teardrop shape supposed to replicate
a chicken leg. He grimaced as he ate. “Interesting texture. And flavor.”


Megan smiled. “They had to use textured soy protein, obviously.
But it’s indistinguishable, isn’t it.”


“Mmm,” Onca said. Every dish was the worst version he’d ever had.
He shoveled it all down his neck and told her he loved it. And it was true that
he loved what she had done for him, even if the chef deserved to be
court-martialed for crimes against Brazilian culture.


What he wanted to ask Megan was whether she was trying to get him
to think of Brazil so that he would fight harder in the alien’s arena the next
day. But he did not want to fight with her. He wanted their meal together to be
a civil one. It was their first in a long time, years perhaps, and it might be
their last ever.


“Do you want to talk about tomorrow?” she asked him after they
finished eating.


No. I need to stay focused. I shouldn’t even have come here. You
are a distraction, a dangerous one.


“What’s left to say about it?” As he spoke, he realized he sounded
angry or contemptuous so he reached out a hand and placed it over hers where
she gripped the stem of her wine glass. “I’m not trying to be unkind.”


She had that smile on again. “I know. Talked it to death. I just
feel like we’ve been here supporting you all this time and then you’ll be going
in there by yourself. I wish I could be in there with you, that’s all.”


“You will be.” He squeezed her hand a final time and let it go. 


 


***


 


Just as in the previous human mission to the Orb, thirty years
before, the alien space station beamed instructions at their ship right on
time.


COME, it said.


Well, alright.


The shuttle was little more than a beefed-up reentry capsule with
a lander like they used for Mars missions and everyone in the boarding party
was crammed inside and strapped into their seats with geometrical efficiency.
It puffed its way out through the shuttle bay doors with steady slowness and
the thrusters slowed its orbit so the Nemesis shot on ahead. The shuttle
descended toward the Orb’s vast, obsidian surface.


 The passenger section of the shuttle held the boarding crew that
would be joining him on the Orb. All twelve of the candidates in combat gear
and a range of weapons, should anything happen to Onca or if for some reason
the Orb decided to deny him entry to the arena. Some other crew members, each
with their own tasks supporting the mission with science experiments, mapping
and scanning exercises, even sat hunched with equipment clutched on their lap.
The cargo sections were filled to bursting with gear required for these various
tasks. Not least of all, the medical machines that would hopefully save Onca’s
life, should he be badly injured during the combat.


Hardly anyone spoke.


While the thrusters sounded in fits and starts throughout the
descent into the Orb structure itself, the craft’s engines roared to life right
before the shuttle capsule banged into a landing inside the huge space.


“This is your pilot speaking. Landing confirmed. Welcome to the
Orb.”


Almost immediately, many crew relaxed and began whispering
excitedly to each other, unstrapping themselves.


Onca held himself in a state of calm tension, not allowing his
anxiety to rise beyond a certain threshold but not fighting it down so much
that it would relax him overly much either.


The inside of the Orb hangar outside the shuttle was a featureless
black cube. Their powerful beams searched around the huge space and yet the
walls, ceiling and floor surfaces themselves emitted their own soft glow. The
huge bay was a hundred meters on all sides with a fifty-meter opening on the
wall opposite the outer door. 


Onca glanced at the screen as the massive outer Orb hull doors
slid shut with barely a vibration felt through the craft. Vast quantities of
breathable and warm atmospheric gases rushed into the vacuum around the outer
hull of the shuttle, causing the alloys and ceramics to ping like a symphony
until the temperature equalized.


They disembarked, most crew focused on unpacking their work just
as they had practiced so often. Yet, even the most professionally-minded of
them took a few moments or more to look about them, somewhat slack jawed. Their
shuttle craft sat in the center of the huge cuboid, the ceiling around 300 feet
above.


After the on-site gaseous and biological analysis confirmed the
presence of the sterile breathable atmosphere that previous missions had found,
no one wore space suits or breathing apparatus.


When everything was ready, the boarding crew marched to the
fifty-meter portal in the wall opposite the now-closed outer hull doors. The corridor
was a klick-long straight line through the center of the Orb toward the central
arena. They went in relative silence but for the echoing sounds of the
equipment trolleys, whining servo suit motors and the tramping of boots on the
hard, black surface. Everyone knew where their place was.


Onca kept his emotional state as steady as was possible. His
fellow candidates surrounded him, as if they were an honor guard, protecting
him from the Orb as if the aliens that had built the thing were about to leap from
the walls and attack.


Perhaps they were. It was an affront that they would put humanity
in such a position in the first place. Forcing an entire planet to choose a
representative and fight another. Bringing one species from some other star
system on the other side of the galaxy, or wherever the Wheelhunters were from.



The presumptuousness of it was offensive. 


Ignore it. 


It was not relevant. That was for other people to think about.


Onca had one job. The only job he’d ever been good at. The job that
he had dedicated his life to and had learned to excel at more than any other
man or woman he’d ever known. 


Kill the enemy. 


 


***


 


In the Orb staging chamber, Onca waited while the other candidates
and the rest of boarding team finished their preparations and set up their
experiments. These were a range of sensors like seismographs, scanning the
interior by banging on the hard floor and walls of the space, attempting to get
a picture of the rest of the structure of the Orb using what Onca assumed was
ultrasound and the like. From their demeanor, he assumed that they were having
little luck. 


The staging chamber itself was another vast, hundred-meter a side
cube of a room with the large opening in the center of one side. Another
inhuman space, the sheer scale oppressive and unfamiliar. On one wall was the
huge square section they called the forcefield or the smokescreen, a
fifty-meter square, semi-transparent barrier between the staging room and the
vast arena beyond that Onca had imagined himself fighting in, over the long
years.


The swirling, gray-white screen appeared illuminated by its own
power. As if it was radioactive. It was the same with the rest of the surfaces
inside the Orb. The ambient light, such as it was, glowed almost imperceptibly
from the very walls and floors and ceilings so that every person in the chamber
was cast in a dull light that cast no hard shadow. It reminded Onca powerfully
of the momentary dusk in the rain forest, those few moments when the
chlorophyll green darkness of day became the gray-green dusk, pregnant with the
utter darkness of a jungle night before it plunged headlong into it. The
feeling was so powerful that he swore he heard the cacophony of screeching,
clicking and whistling of the creatures of that Amazonian dusk echoing through
the huge room around him and he even caught the whiff of sodden earth. 


The pang of homesickness, so successfully stamped down for so many
years, threated to overwhelm him. He clamped his eyes shut, took out his
enormous combat knife and gently ran the tip along one cheek, deep enough to
just about draw blood. He had not yet strapped his face-piece over his helmet
and so it was the only part of him not covered in heavy plate or armored
fabric.


The distraction brought him out of his revere.


“The hell are you doing?” Richter said, concern and fear in her
voice and on her face. 


“Proving to myself that I am here,” he said. 


She hesitated then nodded. “Alright.” 


The General waved over the doctor, who swiped the line of blood
from his face.


“Merely a scratch,” the doctor said to General Richter. “The
bleeding stopped already.”


Richter waved the doctor away. 


“You alright, soldier?” she asked Onca. 


“I never suffered from an overactive imagination,” Onca said. “But
I was just struck by the madness of all this. And of the thought of home.”


Just as a dying man might do, in his final moments. 


“Well,” she said, “don’t start using your brain now, Onca. Don’t
break the habit of a lifetime.”


He smiled, dutifully, and felt another pang at what he had given
up in order to be where he was. It was too late to change anything and that,
perhaps, was why he was feeling so absurdly emotional. 


Focus, Onca, you goddamned moron.


“I never told you why they threw me out the army, did I?” he said
to her. 


She looked alarmed, as well she might. “It’s alright. I believe I
worked it out anyway. Now’s not the time.”


“Got to do something while we wait for this damned Orb to give us
the go,” Onca said. “Anyway, not sure I’ll get another chance to talk to you, Megan.”


Her eyes were full of something. “Don’t go all gooey on me now,
Onca.”


She’s right, you made your choice.


“I’m just talking, is all,” he said, shrugging his armored
shoulders. “It’s not even an interesting story. They ordered me to clear out a
village in the far west of Brazil, up in the hills. The idiots were harboring
escaped Artificial Persons. Dozens of them. We found them hiding in pits and
basements dug all over the area and they seemed surprised by how easily we got
them. The man who ran the place did not beg me or anything like that, even when
I had him on his knees. All of them, lined up side by side. The humans in one
line and the AP fugitives in another. The village big man just said, I feel
sorry for you. Peered up at me with pity in his eyes, pity for me and my men.
There were kids there, too. I was rattled. Shouldn’t have let that moron get to
me but he did.


“I radioed for confirmation of my orders, which was a stupid thing
to do. They confirmed I was to execute everyone, human and AP and torch the
bodies. I argued, thinking I was important, that I held sway with command but
they didn’t budge. Instead of following orders, I took them all into custody,
called in transportation and bussed them out of there. Humans and APs. They
were so grateful, it was pathetic. They called me a hero and their savior, no
matter how much I told them to shut up. It made me sick. Obviously, I changed
nothing. There was some sort of rushed trial, just for show and then they were
all killed anyway. The village kids were sent away, orphaned, destitute and
destined for a life of shit. And then the army asked me to leave before I was
court martialed and sentenced to something serious.”


“You did a good thing,” Megan said, unsurprised by the story. She
was good at uncovering hidden truths. “You stood up for your beliefs.”


“No. I took the cowards’ path. I let other people do the killing
for me and I changed nothing and got myself thrown out the only real home I’d
ever had. But it’s alright. It was a long time ago. Such a long time. It doesn’t
matter.”


Megan was growing annoyed. “Those kids are alive because of you.
Just like all the hostages you saved over the years. Do you know how many? I
added them up. It was over six hundred. Six hundred people that are alive now
because you saved them. All those families. Stop acting so morbid, Onca, you’re
making me concerned. Look. You did good. You’re a good man. You had a great
career. And now you’re going to be the hero of all Earth. Imagine that.”


“This will be classified for a long time.”


“Maybe, maybe not. But you’ll be in the history books eventually.
This will unlock the galaxy for us. But don’t think about that, focus on the
moment.”


He mentally shook himself, looking round. No one was paying him
and Megan much attention but if they heard his ramblings, no doubt they would
be worried, too. 


“I’m sorry. I’m fine. Just feeling nostalgic, I think. Sometimes
people get this way before an operation.”


“You’re superb at controlling your emotions,” she said. “I doubted
that anyone could have the discipline to exert that kind of self-control for
that long. But you were right. You are better, clearer. More effective when
you’re focused so completely on your objective to the exclusion of everything
else. Honestly. But I think you’re just picking up on the enormity of this
whole thing. Your focus has helped to screen you from it, in many ways. But
it’s alright, you can forget all this, forget everything. You’ve defeated the
mechanical wheel a hundred times with nothing more than a knife so you can do
this. You know it. The crew knows it. Our superiors back on Earth expect you
will win in style. Every other candidate here knows it better than anyone.”


Onca nodded. “We’ll see.” He reached out an armored hand and
placed it on her shoulder, giving her a tiny squeeze. “Megan. Thank you.”


He knew he should probably tell her that she was the best friend
he ever had or something. Tell her that if he would ever have wanted a wife
then it would have certainly been her. But she surely knew he felt that way,
and if she didn’t feel the same it would be pointless to say so. And he was
already dangerously unfocused and emotional. He had to allow himself to become
ice cold again. Let the blue mist fall. 


She put a finger to her ear and tilted her head, listening to
communication from the ship.


“Almost time,” she said. “Wheelhunter shuttle has entered the Orb
on the far side.”


Onca nodded and stepped toward the enormous forcefield. 


He was dressed in full combat gear. He strapped the face piece and
gorget across his face and neck, fastening it to his helmet and visor. The
armorers checked his body armor over, yanking on straps and tightening the
plates. Another handed him his sidearm which he inspected and holstered high on
his waist. He did the same to his huge combat knife, sliding it up into an
inverted chest holster.  He checked the magazines, pushed them into the webbing
over his belly and kidneys where he could grab them swiftly. Finally, he
inspected the assault rifle that would shred the alien to pieces. 


The armorers and quartermasters, as well as the other members of
the boarding crew around him were tense. Most of the other candidates had seen
action but for all of them, it was a unique situation. No doubt, many were
thinking of Ambassador Diaz’s disastrous Mission One and how that man had met
his end. 


Onca, though, was not concerned. He held himself in a state of
highly tuned readiness. 


All around him, the relevant support crew gave him and each other
the “thumbs up”, confirmed verbally in sequence. 


“AugHud, Comms, Helmet and Visor, all go.”


“Armor set, go.”


“Ammunition, go.”


“Sidearm, go.”


“Combat knife, go.”


“Assault rifle, go.”


“All set, Alpha Candidate cleared for combat.”


As the crew finished their checks, they stepped away, keeping
their eyes on him. Onca moved slowly forward, getting closer to the forcefield,
ready for when the Orb called to him. 


Unexpectedly, someone started clapping. 


The applause was contagious and Onca advanced through the staging
room as every crew member and candidate paused in what they were doing and
turned to honor him. The military personnel threw out salutes and a couple of
brave souls clapped him on his armored back. But mostly, they stood still and
applauded. 


He managed to keep his composure and felt almost like saying
something. But what could he say? Something about it being an honor to serve
with them would be appropriate. 


The Orb sounded a crystal ping inside the staging area,
reverberating as if the sound came from everywhere at once, like the light. 


It was expected and yet everyone froze.


Silence. 


Onca’s heart rate increased and he took a long, slow breath to
calm himself.


Without a word, Onca stepped up to the swirling smokescreen,
expecting the chime to sound again, as it had done in the previous mission. 


The Orb played a low, discordant tone. It thrummed through the
walls and the floor under his boots like a digitized, broken air horn. The crew
around him flinched, and immediately began arguing about what it meant.


It was clear to Onca.


It was just as they had feared.


Megan was there, at his shoulder. 


“Seems I’m over dressed, General,” he said. “What should we try
first?”


“Keep to the sequence we practiced,” she said, her face taut and
her eyes hard as steel.


Onca turned, handed his rifle to the waiting armorer and stepped back
up to the swirling sheet of semitransparent plasma. 


It sounded again, a sound as off-key as fingernails scraping
ceramics but felt deep in the guts.


With the others’ help, Onca removed his visor, gorget and helmet
and stepped back to the screen.


It did not part and the discordant tone sounded.


The support crew were agitated but Onca simply began stripping off
his armor and the men near him jumped in to help, taking off the large,
throat-protecting gorget piece from around his neck, and leg sections.


Still, the screen would not part.


They took off his chest and back plates, leaving the woven Kevlar
and Moztek underlayer. 


Even that was not enough for the Orb. 


The piece he wanted most was the helmet but even that was too much
for the Orb and Onca allowed it to be removed with the greatest reluctance. 


Not until he was stripped to his thin underclothes and his boots
with no weapons did the chime sound.


The swirling, smoky grey forcefield blinked away, showing the vast
space beyond. 


“Wait,” Megan said. “You can’t go in like that.”


“I wasn’t going to.”


“So. No armor,” Megan said, nodding. “Okay, we know that now.
Fine. Give him back his weapons.”


The weapons specialist stepped up and handed Onca back his assault
rifle. The discordant note sounded and the plasma smokescreen whipped shut
faster than the eye could see.


Even when the rifle was swapped for his sidearm, the Orb sounded
the negative tone once again and the screen stayed where it was.


Onca handed the sidearm back, received his combat knife and stepped
up to the screen again. 


The discordant note sound.


He handed his blade over so that he stood there once more in no
more than his thin, stretchy underclothes and heavy black military boots.


The Orb chimed again, whipping the screen aside.


“Ah,” Onca said. “It wants me unarmed and unarmored. Of course.”


The crew and candidates stared at him, horrified.


All he felt was a growing numbness. 


“No,” Megan said, “you can’t go in like this.”


Onca nodded. “It will likely be quite one-sided.”


“You don’t have to go out there,” Megan said, eyebrows knitted
together. “We could forfeit. Accept the loss. Walk away.”


“We don’t know what the implications are,” Onca said, shaking his
head. “We don’t know what the Orb would do if we didn’t even try to fight.
Perhaps the builders of this thing would destroy the Earth in retaliation.”


“They’ve given no indication of that. But I get your point,” Megan
said, her face rigid with tension, eyes flicking everywhere as if looking for a
way out. “Perhaps someone else might decide to go in your place?”


Onca almost smiled. The candidates tensed behind him.


Sandra stepped forward, as did Hiroko and Omar and Hunter. All of
them willing to take his place and face certain death to save him. The fact
that they would do such a thing, without hesitation, was the thing that
threatened to overwhelm him. Comrades after all. He waved them back and all he
could manage was a brief nod to them, with a lump in his throat, to acknowledge
their great generosity and the honor he felt.


“I would not accept anyone taking my place. I fought to get here.
It falls to me alone. Anyway, I should have died years ago, in that Abora
Biopharma complex. I did die there. All this since, everything I did, all I
learned. Everyone I cared for. This has all been borrowed time. Now I must
repay my debt.”


Her eyes were hard. She nodded.


“I’d better hurry,” he said, feeling close to naked without his
armor, without his weapons.


He stepped up.


“Is there anything you want to say, Onca?” Megan called out.


Onca looked over his shoulder and shook his head.


What’s the point?


She called out again, her voice urging him to listen. “Anything we
can tell them? This will be declassified one day.”


Onca sighed and was going to ignore her but he stopped. No, it did
not matter what anyone thought of him or what they wrote about him in the
histories, if they ever did. It made no difference to Onca, who would be dead
soon, he knew.


But he thought of his daughter. Lena. The girl, a woman grown now,
back in Brazil, who would one day discover that he was her father. All Lena
needed to do was to get her genome sequenced and tested and compared to a
member of her father’s family.


What could he say that would explain why he had abandoned her so
thoroughly? How would it be possible to say what drove him across the solar
system and why he committed to a fight when he knew for certain that he could
not win it.


Ultimately, perhaps, it was simple. He turned and spoke in his
mother tongue.


“Tell them I did my duty.”


He marched right into the arena. The impenetrable screen closed
behind him in an instant.


The 400-meter width of the arena was surely the largest internal
space any human had ever been in. The top of the dome above was higher even
than the Mirante do Vale, the giant slab of a skyscraper back in Sao Paulo. And
the arena floor was twice as wide as the space was high.


On that distant point opposite, he saw it. Movement in dirty
yellow.


The alien.


It grew as it rolled toward him, just as he himself advanced to
the center. The alien rolled over and over, cartwheeling steadily,
relentlessly. 


Like a monster from legend, there was no doubt about it. A
horrifically inhuman creature with no eyes, no ears, no mouth. A beast with no
mercy, no compassion, no reason that could be detected. Now that he wore no
gear at all and considering the slightly reduced gravity, Onca could run the
entire width of the arena floor in under a minute, though he would be depleted
after.


But why rush? The alien was coming for him, as sure as the
certainty of death.


The air stank of sulfur. A foul stink filling his nose and choking
the back of his throat that only served to deepen his revulsion.


Estimated at a weight of at least half a ton, it rolled onward,
cartwheeling over and over, the endless chain of footpads drumming slowly on
the floor, over and over.  The knobbled, long arms with their three-fingered,
clawed hands rolled and twisted while they flexed, as if it was imagining
tearing the puny human apart.


How could he harm a monster such as this? Without so much as a
bladed weapon, what in the hell could he possibly do, other than try to die
like a man?


If he could target the joints where they met the central hub,
perhaps it would be vulnerable. Failing that, he could try to break one of the
long bones, the upper section of the arm had the narrowest diameter. If he
could pin what counted as its elbow to the floor he might be able to stamp the
center of it into snapping, both his feet at once, perhaps. A minor injury by
itself would not do much harm but if he could slow the thing down, even by a
little, he could cause another injury and then another, crippling it. Whittle
away at the monster until it was disabled enough for him to work it over.


When the gap between them closed to around thirty meters, the
Wheelhunter lurched into a crazed, spinning acceleration. It covered the
distance in under three seconds. 


Without time to think and the Wheelhunter towering over him, Onca
feinted to the right then leaped to the left, rolling smoothly over his
shoulder and jumping up into a fighting stance and moving in to attack. 


The alien tilted slightly away from him, deceived by the feint. It
recovered instantly, swerved toward the human and lashed out with its wicked,
long arms. 


One of those arms, two meters in length and ball-joints at every
junction, whipped out at him, the three claws on the end of the three fingers flashing
across faster than the machine had ever moved. Even when they had programmed it
to faster speeds than had been observed in the previous mission, the machine
had not moved so quickly. It delivered that force across Onca’s chest, neck and
the top of his head, almost instantaneously.


 The force tossed Onca sideways in a tumble. It felt like being
hit by the wheel machine, the time it almost killed him, only worse. Much
worse.


Along with the terror, the pain and anguish, he knew he was dead.


As his body tumbled, the top of his skull spun away. His destroyed
throat sprayed his bright blood in a mist of pink through the air, though he
clutched uselessly at it. He crashed uncontrollably into the floor and slid
along it some way, rolling and sliding on the blood that gushed out of him,
leaving a red stain on the black surface. 


Onca was not done.


I will not die on my knees.


He struggled to his elbows and knees, blood welling from his
chest, neck and head and spattering onto the floor beneath him. The stink of
blood engulfed him.


“This is not the end,” Onca muttered, holding his throat as he
struggled to his feet, blood flowing hot over his fingers. “My brothers and
sisters. Of Earth. Will return. Will finish you.”


The great monster cartwheeled back and whipped its arm down.


His last thought was one of pride. 


He had done his duty. 


 


EPILOGUE


In her office in the United Nations Headquarters in New York City,
Megan looked out over the East River and across to the boroughs that made up
the western end of Long Island.  It was windy and fine rain fell in sheets of
gray water gusting over the river like smoke.


Her days were spent in the building but it was during her early
morning runs when she saw the big, glass oblong of the structure from along the
river that she thought of Onca. It was a tenuous enough link, she supposed, the
fact that the architect of the UN HQ building was the same Brazilian man that
had designed the planned city of Brasilia back in the mid-twentieth century.


Brasilia was where Onca’s funeral had been. It was where a
discrete, anonymous monument was erected to honor the man’s sacrifice. 


“One day,” she had promised him as they lowered an empty coffin
into the grave. “One day, we will make it mean something. One day, people will
know of your sacrifice.” 


It had been December, the height of Brasilia’s rainy season, and
the rain had soaked her uniform so thoroughly that it was as if she stood under
a lukewarm shower in her somber clothes. The raindrops fell large and heavy,
each one splashing like a shell casing into the neat grass of the military cemetery.


December rain in New York was a different matter. On her morning
run that day, it had fallen thin and bitter, stinging her face with a million
icy needles.


Had the man behind her known it was the anniversary of Onca’s
funeral? Had he known that her thoughts would be running that way, that
dropping Onca’s name would be most effective on this day more than any other?


Of course he had.


“Well,” she said, without turning around, “you somehow managed to
worm your way all the way up to this floor and all the way into my office.
You’d better get on with telling me why.”


“Yes, thank you, General Richter, I will do so,” the young man said,
his Chinese accent quite strong. “I have a recommendation for the future of
UNOP. For the next mission to Orb Station Zero.”


She turned about and looked at the slight man sitting with his
knees together in front of her desk. He looked like a little boy trying to be
good for his teacher. Or his mother. 


More like grandmother, old girl.


“How old are you?” she asked. 


If he was offended by her question, he did not show it.


“I am nineteen years old.”


She laughed. “You look younger. But I am amazed that you have a
position in the biology department at such a young age. Did you say you were a
doctor?”


He shrugged, as if none of this was of the slightest importance.
“I was a child prodigy. I had an early start. I have almost received my
doctorate, yes.”


“Alright, fine. So, what can I do for you, Mister Fo?”


A thin smile appeared on his lips. “I have a few ideas about what
we need for the next mission. I have sent many messages to my superiors and yet
they do not trust in my opinions.”


“And why on Earth would you come to me?”


“I thought that you would listen.”


She pursed her lips and eased herself into her chair.
Unfortunately, no matter how much she ran, she was gradually growing fat in her
old age, despite the gerontological treatments that UNOP pumped into her every
month.


“Do not let my job title and this rather fine office up here fool
you into thinking that I have any authority to make your ideas happen, even if
I liked them. Since the failure of the last mission, ever since I returned to
Earth, I am afraid I have fallen out of favor as far as UNOP is concerned.”


I’m like a mascot. Meet the General who has been on the Orb. Come,
shake her hand and move on. Do not let her failure infect you.


“I understand your current worth to UNOP,” young Fo said. “And I
understand your history with the second mission. All of this is why I fought to
see you, specifically.”


“What do you mean?”


“Speaking frankly, no one else in the project was willing to see
me. No one high up enough.”


“I am no longer one who is high up.”


He spread his hands and leaned back in his chair. “But you have
access to those who are. And, again I hope you do not take this poorly, but you
are someone who I suspect is willing to listen to an out of the box concept.”


“Someone desperate.”


He had the good grace not to respond. 


“Alright,” she said, sitting back. “Tell me.”


“Rafael Santos, the man known as Onca, was the greatest physical
specimen we could find, with the greatest training and the greatest performance
of anyone on Earth.”


“I’m waiting for you to tell me something I don’t know.”


“His genetic potential is truly remarkable but he simply lacked
the mass to compete with the size of the alien.”


“I’m still waiting.”


The young man named Fo sat up straighter, like a pencil rammed
quivering into an apple. “I have developed a gene editing method to take the
best pieces of Onca and turn them into a range of cloned soldiers.”


“You’re in the clone project already. You’re suggesting using a
clone of Onca? But why would clones of him do any better with the next mission
to the Orb? He already failed once.”


“Ah, yes, but I am not talking about making copies. His genes are
quite marvelous. The man was from Brazil, his genetic diversity is astonishing.
DNA of West African, Native Amerindian, Portuguese, Northern European origins,
primarily. Even Chinese, I am delighted to say.” He hesitated. “The magnificent
Major had no known family. Testing of Brazilian citizens has discovered no
close relatives. But I wonder if you know of anyone related to the man? A
child, perhaps.”


How did you find out about her? A prodigy, indeed.


Megan hesitated before making a decision. “He had a child. A
daughter. She is a police officer. Highly decorated, in fact, and someone I had
considered recruiting to UNOP. Perhaps you were aware of the fact, young man?”


“Might I suggest you follow through on that intention, General? It
might prove rather useful in my work.”


“You still haven’t told me what you are proposing, Mr. Fo.”


 “What I shall do is design varieties of APs with the specific
traits that I desire. As well as that, I shall grow these specimens to be
gigantic men and women. Over two meters tall, certainly and with muscle mass
and aggression enough to take on a Wheelhunter, unarmed, unarmored, and win.”


“You want to put Artificial Persons in the Orb Arena?” Megan said,
shaking her head. “Your predecessors experimented with that. APs will never be
capable of the necessary mental performance. They’re too slow, too hesitant.
They have no creativity. And that’s fundamental to their design, there’s no way
around it.”


He did not blink. “I have an answer for that. A way of achieving
what is required. It would be a massive program and it would cost a fortune.”


“Ah,” she said. “I see. And how much would this venture of yours
set UNOP back?”


His smile was so wide that it distorted his narrow face. “At least
five billion in the first year, by my calculations. And the costs would soar
from there.”


She laughed. “It’s no wonder your superiors rebuffed you. I’m
surprised they didn’t throw you out of UNOP just for suggesting it.”


Fo leaned his skinny body forward,
gesturing with his long, pale fingers. He had an absurd grin on his face.
“There’s more to it than that, General Richter. Much more. And if we do it my
way, we will undoubtedly be victorious in the next mission.” He shrugged, the
grin widening. “Or the one after. What is thirty years, or sixty, for that
matter, when the survival of the human race is at stake? But when it is
successful, it will be you that they have to thank for it.” The young man’s smile
faded into seriousness. “More importantly, it will establish the genetic legacy
of the great Major Onca for all time.”


“Alright,” Megan said, sighing. “I’m listening.”
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