
        
            
                
            
        

    The Trilisk Hunt
by Michael McCloskey
Copyright 2013 Michael McCloskey
ISBN: 978-0983843085
Cover art by Howard Lyon
 
 
 
For my family.
 
Special thanks to Maarten Hofman, Howard Lyon, and Jonathan Rudd.



Contents
 
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18
	Chapter 19
	Chapter 20
	Chapter 21
	Chapter 22
	Chapter 23
	Chapter 24
	Chapter 25
	Chapter 26
	Chapter 27
	Chapter 28
	Chapter 29
	Epilogue




 
Chapter 1
 
Caden ran toward the water with his head down. As he arrived at the edge of the lazy river, he slowed dramatically and submerged in a practiced motion, weapon and all. The barrel of his PAW snapped shut as the sensor detected the water. The splash was minimal. He continued up to his neck and hid among the reeds.
It was the tenth and final day of the Blood Glades. Caden had racked up seventeen kills.
I can’t believe it’s going so well this year. Can I even get one more? I might be up at the top of the rankings.
He resisted an urge to preen. With so many kills, a fair number of fans would be watching him every second.
Don’t die now. Not now. Not with seventeen kills.
Caden told his heat sink to recycle water. The cold water around him had already removed a lot of heat from the surface of his body. Now his heat sink dumped the hot water it had used to cover his infrared signature and sucked in cold water. Caden dunked his face several times. He was getting cold, but he ignored the discomfort. It was just another way his determination would give him an edge.
As long as I don’t get severe hypothermia and check out before the deadline.
Once his heat sink had recharged, Caden moved again. Most players would have just lurked there, waiting for the time to expire and hoping to catch a lucky kill at the river. But that was not Caden’s style. “The Hunter”, they called him. He specialized in finding squatters and eliminating them. It was his unique tagline, and he intended to live up to it.
Caden emerged from the water under cover of vegetation. He was cool enough now to avoid the scopes used in the Blood Glades. Of course, real space force tech could detect everything alive for many kilometers, but everyone was given just enough toys to make the tournament interesting.
Caden scaled a slight muddy rise and disappeared into a thick copse at the top. He moved slowly but steadily. He stopped to examine the area from the top of the rise among the trees.
He spotted a collection of shacks in a clearing below. They were built close together, almost leaning against each other, composed of wood and tin. The ground around the shack was littered with moss and weeds.
Caden spent an hour analyzing the shelter. Darkness approached. Chances were good someone was in there—either covering for the night to hoard their kills until the end or to catch another squatter headed in. He analyzed every detail with his PAW’s scope. Finally he spotted a sensor nestled against a tree facing the shelter. All the Blood Glades contestants had them. The sensors detected movement and alerted the owner silently. Perfect for a low-tech trap or at least an early warning of an attack.
The sensor was fairly well hidden, but not well enough. Its placement was typical for giving a squatter in the shed a chance to sleep and still be able to fight back if approached. It was predictable, almost too easy.
Something felt wrong.
This guy makes it to day ten, but his setup is totally orthodox. Like a tutorial on squatting. My automatic reaction is to do what I do best—dig him out and move on.
Caden did not move forward. On day one he might have disabled the sensors he knew were there and then busted in through the roof or some other unexpected entrance. On day four he would have set up a trap for when the squatter had to emerge, by placing his own sensors across the path the squatter would use to retrieve his own sensors, sleeping until the sensor was tripped, and then shooting the enemy.
Caden swept his side of the shacks again. He found it—a hole in the ragged tin hanging over the side of one of the sections. And it covered… the obvious tree he would have used to set up his own counter trap. Caden looked through his heat scope. Nothing.
Of course not. He’s shielded in there. Or his heat sink hasn’t expired yet.
Caden waited.
If I have to, I can end it with seventeen kills. Better than dying now.
But even as he told himself that, Caden knew he wanted eighteen. He had five hours left. His own heat sink would be warm by then. He decided to wait it out. If he had been spotted getting to this position, he’d be dead already. He sat, watching his scope. The light of the last day failed in the virtual world of the Blood Glades.
As time ticked by, he became aware of a dull glow through the scope. At the hole. A sniper waited there, covering the tree he might have used for his counter trap. Caden realized he had to act. His own heat sink might be failing the same way. The other guy could spot him at any time.
Caden took the shot with less than an hour to go, bringing his kills to eighteen in ten days. The first thing he heard when time ran out was a headline from an important tournament stream: Caden Lonrack, the Hunter, takes the Blood Glades tournament with a masterful eighteen kills!
Caden smiled wildly. I did it. One of the hardest steps. I’m certain to win a spot at New Annapolis now.
 
***
 
Cassie looked disturbed to Caden. Her eyes glistened as if she might cry. They stood side by side surrounded by her party guests. The noise of the party covered their arguing.
“You’re still going? After everything that’s happened between us?” she said.
“We talk about this all the time, Cassie. How could you not know? I talked about it right before the tournament, even!”
Caden felt anger growing. He looked away from her. He saw Jillian Orler entering the room. She was an incredible beauty, a tall, blonde-haired girl constantly pursued by dozens of male worshippers.
Jillian caught Caden’s sideways glance and used it to move in. She joined Cassie and Caden, entering their space and forming a tight circle. But she ignored Cassie, standing very close to Caden and smiling a huge smile.
“Congrats on your win! It was so exciting there at the end. You know the Haden Stream showed the other guy setting up the trap. I think I bit all my fingernails off!”
Caden smiled politely. “I knew something had to be up. It was such a mundane setup for tenth day,” he said.
“I feel so lucky to know you! All my relatives want to come visit just to see you!”
Caden laughed dismissively. “See me? No way.”
“Yes, you’re super famous now.” Jillian moved closer, touching his shoulder.
Caden nodded. Suddenly he realized Cassie had disappeared. He excused himself quickly, staying neutral to Jillian, and went after his girlfriend. His link told him she had retreated to the kitchen. He found her there, hiding in the larder, pretending to sift through their snack supplies.
“Sorry about that,” Caden said.
“Sorry that you have beautiful girls crawling all over you, or that you’re leaving me?”
Caden struggled to answer, but she continued before he could form a protest.
“Get out of my house,” she said. “You’re no longer invited.”
She was serious. His link told him she had placed him on an eviction timer. Part of him wanted to tell her the party would evaporate when he left. But he said nothing. Caden just walked out. A few people called after him, but he just waved and kept going out the door. It was late evening now. More people lingered on the huge porch, so Caden kept moving without meeting anyone’s eye. He took the outdoor stair to the landing pad atop the porch.
If she doesn’t respect my wishes to go to New Annapolis, then she wasn’t the girl for me, anyway, Caden thought. But of course while his internal monologue’s summary seemed tidy, his emotions were not so easily dismissed. Caden still felt disturbed. He had shared his dreams with her. Had she been listening?
He summoned a personal antigrav disc to take him home. The lights of several were visible in the clear night sky. Caden distracted himself by watching for the one that would come down and retrieve him from the beautiful mountainside home. He brooded in the shadows as he waited.
Caden’s arrival at nineteen years of age meant it was time to begin a new phase of his life. He had worked hard and planned it all very carefully. His parents had instilled that behavior into him from the beginning. Caden Lonrack succeeded at everything. He was a great athlete, a good student, and a popular guy. He ‘had his ducks in a row’, as his father would say, some secret archaic phrase that meant everything was planned, practiced, and wrapped up. All the time.
His next life phase was no different: New Annapolis was his destiny. Caden had invested a lot into that plan. His academics, athletics, and virtual training skills were all top notch.
Many of his friends simply played at virtual reality tournaments such as Blood Glades for the fun and challenge of it. Others played for the notoriety they would gain among friends (or members of the opposite sex) by doing well there. For Caden it went a little further: a Blood Glades champion had another feather in his or her cap for a shot at the best officer academy the space force had. Now Caden was such a champion. It showed more than quick reflexes and a sharp mind. It showed planning, practice, dedication, discipline—words used often at the Lonrack household.
You did not become a Blood Glades champion if your ducks were not in a row.
As his disc settled a foot above the ground before him, its lights washing over Cassie’s front lawn, Caden felt a sense of momentous transition in his life. If Cassie did not value what he had achieved, or what he would yet achieve, then Caden would leave her behind and find another life more meaningful and fulfilling than a girl like her could ever imagine.
 
***
 
The next morning, at home in his own large room, Caden distracted himself from thoughts of Cassie by contacting his recruiter in the space force.
“Oh, Caden. I’m surprised to hear from you again.”
“What do you mean? I want to verify my auto acceptance to the academy offer. I just wanted to know if you had a start date yet. I’m planning my move.”
“You’ve been rejected.”
“That’s not possible!”
“It’s out of my hands.”
“You lying son of a bitch! You said I was as close to guaranteed as it gets! You oohed and awed over my qualifications yourself. You know it! How could this happen?” Caden mentally yelled over his link.
“Look, kid. I wasn’t lying. You have your shit together, and everything was fine. But you didn’t tell me your family is friends with an executive director and opposed to your entrance to the academy.”
“What? What are you talking about? My parents did something?”
“You didn’t know?”
“Just tell me.”
The recruiter’s voice got softer. “Sorry, Caden. Your folks pulled some strings. High up. They have some leverage. There’s nothing I can do.”
Caden did not know what to say, so he just closed the connection.
How could they do that to me?
Angry, violent thoughts flashed through Caden’s head. As he exited his room, his body shook. He glided down a bank of stairs onto another level of the vast house. He found his parents donning gear for another climb out in the mountains. They wore thick gray protective suits with backpacks arranged nearby to accept their gear.
“What have you done? How dare you sabotage my career! Do you have any idea how long I’ve prepared for this? You idiots!” he exploded.
His parents stood stunned before his verbal assault. Their mouths literally dropped open. Caden had not screamed at them since the age of seven. His mother actually stepped back.
His father raised his open hands, urging Caden to calm down. Some part of Caden, powerless behind the tsunami of anger, realized he was physically intimidating his parents. Though his parents were both active, their son had grown taller, stronger, and more capable.
“Is this about the application at New Annapolis?” his father asked.
Caden had never felt such anger in his life. He smashed aside the backpacks and climbing gear on the table before him with one long swoop of his arm. Ropes, metal grippers, and containers came crashing over the side of the table. Then he grabbed the edge of the table and threw it in the opposite direction. He took another step forward. He saw fear in his father’s eyes.
“You destroyed years of work! Years! And you didn’t even bother to inform me!”
“I didn’t think you still wanted to throw it all away by becoming a space soldier,” his father said defensively.
“A space force officer! The most challenging career you could imagine! How could you have no idea? Don’t you ever listen to anything I say?”
“Tromping about the galaxy is not challenging, it’s dangerous and mundane,” his mother sniped from farther back. “Space ships have rooms the size of closets. You’d be packed into a ship like a sardine and sent off to the frontier, just to be shot by the aliens. What good would all your work be then?” Her voice shook.
“Why didn’t you say anything earlier? Why not tell me from the beginning?”
“It was a good motivator,” his father said. “Sometimes kids need that. But it’s time to grow up now. You have a great life ahead of you, thanks to your hard work.”
A calm descended upon Caden. The anger had not gone away, but it changed from hot to cold.
“No. You have it backward. What good will all my work be now?”
Caden retreated for his room. Everything had gone from bad to worse. His breath came in ragged gasps. His stomach felt sick.
What’s going to happen to me now? My investments are bankrupt. I might as well have spent all my time trying designer drugs and enjoying endless virtual screwing like all the other rich kids on Bethany Mountain.
He sealed himself into his room. Dozens of working replicas of space force men and materiel sat on his shelves around him. A pseudo virtual trainer helmet and mat dominated one corner of the room. Just staring at his own room showed him the magnitude of the disaster: his entire life was preparation for this blocked career. He had acted exactly how so many parents wanted their kids to be: focused on the future instead of the present. Caden was the model child for pushy parents with ambitious goals for their kids, the kind of go-getter who didn’t have to be nagged to achieve great things. He did it on his own. He was a fire-and-forget missile launched at a career they did not really want him to hit.
A knock came on his door. Strong, insistent. His father called him on his link.
“Yes?” he said on his link.
“I had hoped to spare you this realization,” his father said. “Real war is as much about luck as skill, at least for the people holding the guns.”
“Robots hold the guns, dad. New Annapolis is an officer academy. It’s just training to be an officer, knowing the basics of warfare before you move on to the way it’s done today.”
“I’m not finished. Caden, do you think you won that tournament on skill alone? How do you think it works?”
“I know how it works perfectly. How do you think I made champion?”
“Oh? Then let me congratulate you on a brilliant campaign. ‘The Hunter’. Very smart. And fourteen million fans.”
“It’s nice, sure, but I didn’t do it for that.”
“You won because of that. Where do you think the money comes from for such a big tournament? It’s huge. There’s a lot of money involved. The Hunter fits a character profile in their scheme. The one who goes around killing all the cowardly squatters, who only move enough to keep from being disqualified. The audience doesn’t like to watch squatters, Caden. They like to watch the Hunter.”
“Yes, that’s why I have the fans. So what?”
His father sighed. Caden heard it through the door.
“You won because you have the whole package, Caden. Good looking, hard training, hard enough to sell it that you’re the legit winner. But in the end, you had the story they wanted, the action the fans wanted, and that’s why you won. You had help. Without those fans, someone would have tagged you, Caden. The Blood Glades is rigged. You won a popularity contest as much as anything else. I’m sorry. You’re good, but don’t be naive. You’re old enough to know better now.”
The connection dropped.
It’s not true, he thought. But it still hurt. He felt robbed of the championship. The doubt had been introduced. He tried to sidestep the turmoil. And besides, the point was New Annapolis; this was only a stepping-stone.
Some small part of him wanted to cry for the first time in years, but he stomped it down. Caden Lonrack no longer cried.
Since Caden did not know how to process this disaster further, he fell into an old habit of checking up on his friends and his usual virtual haunts. Before flitting off to share his bad news wherever his buddies were enjoying themselves, Caden checked his batched messages. One stood out: a job offer from a tiny outfit called Parker Interstellar Travels.
Mr. Lonrack. Your performance in the Blood Glades tournament impressed us a great deal. We understand your test scores are outstanding as well. If you’d like to try something every bit as challenging as the space force, without big brother standing over your shoulder, contact us. We have a fantastic position for you on the frontier. We will cover all travel costs just for the chance to speak with you about our offer at Parker Interstellar Travels.
“Without big brother standing over my shoulder,” he said aloud.
I wonder what that means?







Chapter 2
 
“Stand up and show me your hands,” said the humanoid police robot.
Imanol stood up from his desk. A scowl lay across his unshaven face. Disheveled clothing hung on his strong but short frame. Chaotic curly hair added to the unkempt image.
“You have the wrong place. Check your address,” he said. “I’m Imanol McCollum.”
The police robot checked Imanol’s link identification, but it did not desist.
“That’s no one-shot stunner,” said the cop’s voice again. The robot’s rifle came up a fraction as the operator noticed the weapon strapped across Imanol’s chest.
“I said I’m Imanol McCollum,” Imanol said in irritation. “I’m a licensed security agent operating within—”
“Identity confirmed. Though you are no longer licensed. Put your weapon on the desk.”
Imanol’s face turned red in anger. His mouth compressed. “You’d better know what you’re doing.” He surrendered his weapon as ordered.
“I’ll add your threat to the pending list of charges,” the robot emitted. Imanol stopped talking. A tracker was glued to his neck. His link was electronically isolated. Then the police robot stuffed him into a security vehicle and whisked him to the police station. Imanol knew the place. The building was squat and armored, a flat wart on the dark landscape of Bliss.
Into the lair, Imanol thought. Am I supposed to be intimidated? They’re too afraid to come out except with their robotic proxies.
Next was the wait. Though the arresting officer probably had little real work to do except down a big lunch, making Imanol wait was just a part of the routine. He had his link cache to play with while he waited, but of course it was boring without being able to connect to the outside world.
Finally a real human appeared in the waiting room to speak with him. The man was older, his hair graying, and he carried extra weight. He had a heavily lined face that Imanol automatically attached hatred to.
“So my license has been revoked? Why?” asked Imanol.
“You dealt with the wrong crowd. A gang. You can’t expect to work with people like this and keep your license.”
“What gang? You’re a buckle bulb.”
The officer gave him a dirty look. He paused to access a document on his link. “Says here, Blue Comet something or other.”
“That’s not a gang, that’s a frontier development company,” Imanol growled.
“They’ve broken UN law; now they’re a terrorist gang,” the officer said. “Take this up with the bureau if you want. I’m just processing you. Close down your net storefront. You’re no longer licensed to operate as a security agent on Bliss. Give us a list of your last year’s active clients so we can inform them. If you cooperate from this point forward, I’m going to drop the weapons charge, given that you probably believed you still had authorization for it.”
“Or given that your jail is already full of people who’ve broken your idiotic rules, and your budget has been cut in half because of the alien menace, and you’ve probably realized crossing me is a mistake,” Imanol ranted. He barely managed to stay seated. Though he could not avoid venting his anger, some part of him knew if he stood and began to physically move in on the officer, it would go badly.
“Last chance,” the officer said levelly. “Cooperate now, or be incarcerated.” He watched Imanol to see which it was going to be.
If his cells weren’t full, and his budget not cut, the arrogant bastard would have already thrown me in there just for mouthing off to him, Imanol thought. Nevertheless, some shred of intelligence crept back into his thinking. Time to cut his losses.
“I’ll shut it down,” Imanol said as calmly as he could manage. Which was a very poor acting job, but the officer accepted it. He started to think on which clients he would report, and which ones he would leave out.
I’m washed up here. The only place I’ll get work now is way out on the edge of the frontier. With people who care nothing about licenses.
On his initial list, Imanol omitted the wealthiest clients. They might hire him again for high-paying jobs. At the last minute, he added two shady clients to the list. He had not done anything illegal for them, though he suspected those two were into black-market stuff. If they knew he was out with the police, it might actually help his chances with them.
Even with fully automated systems to handle his incarceration and release from beginning to end, and Imanol’s cooperation, the bureaucracy moved at a crawl. It wasn’t until the next day that he was released to clean out his office.
Imanol stopped to take a call from someone named Jason Yang.
“Mr. McCollum,” Mr. Yang said. “I’d like to hire you. It’s a very special job, off the beaten path. I think you would find it very challenging. I’m prepared to pay your travel expenses in full to come out and consider us.”
That was fast.
“Who was the referral?” Imanol asked.
I need to know who tipped these guys I was available.
“A friend of a client in the force. Nick Vrolyk?”
“Who?”
“Nick Vrolyk. It would have been a while ago.”
“That was a long time ago all right,” Imanol said. “Thank you for calling, but I’m not really interested in any opportunities back on Earth, Mr. Yang.”
“This is quite the opposite,” Mr. Yang said. “Though my headquarters is on Earth, you’d be traveling farther out from the core worlds than you are now. The work, should you join us, is on the frontier as well. We’ll pay your expenses to come out and listen to us, with no obligation.”
“Very well, send me the details,” Imanol said.
At this point, what have I got to lose?







Chapter 3
 
Siobhan Cutter was in a good mood. A wicked smile started to form on the edges of her lips. A few strands of dark hair obscured one of her gleaming eyes.
The sinuous young woman from Spero Five, an old but huge space habitat, was about to exact her revenge upon the company that had famously owned two generations of her ancestors, using their slave labor to maintain Spero’s vast space-based solar array.
It was the main reason she had traveled here to Valomine. There was also healthy self-interest in mind, as her scheme would prove lucrative.
An expert in industrial design, Siobhan had worked to put a backdoor into a factory control module installed for the new colony. Though not an employee of Speronautics Space Fabrication Corporation, she had been contracted as a frontier worker whose expertise could be drawn upon to get Valomine moving quickly.
She walked down the factory floor, admiring the brand-new setup. The smell of virgin lubricant filled the vast room. Fabricators of all shapes and sizes littered the space. Belts and overhead hooks waited to bring the raw materials in for processing into countless parts. Then she heard her name called aloud.
“Siobhan Cutter?”
She peeked around a bank of equipment. It was a man, short, with ugly hair. He wore a courier’s uniform. Most everyone here seemed short to Siobhan, who had grown up in less than one Earth gravity.
Siobhan had only a second to decide: duck and run away, or walk up and ask what he wanted? The man did not have weapons or even seem alert. So she walked up to him.
“I’m Cutter. Why the shout-out? Your link not working?”
“Oh. I’m used to this place being a dead zone. I guess everything is ready to go today, though, huh? Except you. You’ve been pulled.”
“What? I’m still configuring things in the controller.”
“Speronautics is doing it themselves now. All the local contractors are being let go. A couple dozen big company folks came in this morning on a UN transport.”
“But that’s illegal?”
“The council passed a close vote. Speronautics is allowed to bring in all their own now to set up the whole colony. The company practically owns the planet under the new arrangement.”
“Unbelievable! Doesn’t anyone remember Spero Five?”
The guard shrugged. “No. Nobody remembers that crap anymore.”
Siobhan almost struck the man down. But if she had succeeded, all she would get out of it would be a detail of security robots hunting her down and then a stunner or a glue grenade. Suddenly she got very sad.
“Okay, I’m out of here,” she said, turning away.
She checked a news feed and caught herself up on the new law. She had been so busy with her plot she had not seen it coming. She thought Speronautics had no choice but to use local workers, at least until it got itself good and settled in. But now, their own teams were coming in to do everything—on core government transports, even! The UN was rotten to the core. It had all been arranged by using the alien menace for an excuse. Speronautics was a big part of the space fleet buildup. Freelancers like her would have to flee the system or risk getting stuck on a world owned by the corporation. There were still limits on what they could do, in theory, but she was not about to rely on them. Her ancestors had made that mistake and paid dearly for it.
“Frackjammers!” Siobhan snapped in annoyance.
It’s happening all over again. The stupid UN is in bed with Speronautics. The people of Valomine are going to be slaves to Speronautics just as my great grandparents were on Spero Five.
Her plan had almost worked. With her back door to the controllers in place, she would have been able to walk into any factory on Valomine and set it to making whatever design she fed into it.
The damage she could have caused Speronautics would have been incalculable. But it had all come to ruin. “Because Speronautics owns too many UN parasites,” Siobhan growled. The new law would block her out.
But it’s worse than just that.
Siobhan realized the Speronautics engineers would give everything the once-over before starting up the factories. They might even have an AI to help them check it all out. If they found her back door, she would be on a list no one wanted to be on. Now she had to leave the planet fast.
What contacts do I have? Precious few.
Siobhan remembered she had received an intriguing job offer the other day. What was it? Parker Interstellar Travels.
She found the contact. A man named Jason Yang. As she worked, her link delivered a message.
“Miss Cutter, please report to the factory office.”
Dammit!
Siobhan opened a connection to the contact for the job. An Asian man answered the call. She caught his image from the visual partition of their channel. He looked young and handsome.
“Miss Cutter, I’m glad you—”
“You still have that job offer waiting for me?”
“Well, yes, Miss Cutter,” he said. “We—”
“Get me off this planet, and I’ll come in to see you,” Siobhan said. “The sooner the better,” she added.
“I’ll see what I can do, Miss Cutter.”
“I’m headed for the spaceport now,” she said. “I’ll be there in half an hour.”
“Oh? You meant very soon indeed.”
“You want me to come hear your offer? Find me something fast. Don’t attract much attention.”
If this guy works with frontier types, he won’t find that request unusual. Otherwise…
“I’ll try, Miss Cutter.”
Siobhan’s mind worked with crystal clarity in her moment of pressure.
They haven’t sounded a general alert because they don’t want to alert me, so only security knows I’m wanted.
Siobhan pulled her link from the net and looked for another worker on the floor. She navigated around several banks of heavy equipment until she caught sight of a man between the rows of machines.
The man stared at a large fabricator before him. She thought he might be a design mechanic or an inspector. Someone who was probably checking out the hardware before it got turned up. Siobhan wondered if he was local who had not been let go yet, or a Speronautics man. She looked at his simple clothing.
A local. Any Spero jerk would have a special uniform on.
Siobhan walked around the corner of the machinery and sauntered up to him.
“My link can’t get through,” she said, smiling at the man. “The factory floor channels are glitching again.”
“Mine’s up,” he said uncertainly. The look on his face showed he couldn’t detect her link.
“Would you let me out this side door, then? I want to go up to the office and see what’s wrong.”
The man frowned. “Sure, I guess letting someone out isn’t a security issue,” he said.
“Ha, yes. It’s not like letting the wrong person in!” Siobhan agreed enthusiastically. They walked over to the edge of the vast floor and found a door. The man activated it, allowing her an exit.
“Thanks so much,” Siobhan said, and she meant it.
“Sure,” she heard him say behind her as she dashed away.
Siobhan looked around outside. She noted the tall metal link fence around the property. Piles of red flakes had formed against it in places, a by-product of the local life form, the hashes. Hashes were fat insect-like creatures that derived their sustenance from the local star. They molted often, resulting in two flat flakes of skin, one for the top of their body and another for the bottom. The surface of the planet was littered with the molted skins. It was like dead leaf cover on Earth.
Climb the fence? Or try that gate?
She did not have time to decide before a man in a Speronautics uniform came jogging out of a gate office ahead to meet her at the perimeter.
“Miss Cutter, stop right there, please,” the Speronautics man ordered as he approached.
“Aw, you caught me,” Siobhan said in a high dainty voice. The man walked up to her. She raised her hands and then front kicked the man under the chin with one of her long, graceful legs. He collapsed, his limbs flopping randomly.
Ouch. I don’t think his foot folded in the right direction.
She looked at the fence. There were no insulators on the bottom supports, but the top foot of the metal chain links glistened in the light.
Contact paralytic. Great.
She ran up to the gate office. The door was still open, but the fence gate was closed. No doubt Siobhan would not be able to open it. She looked around, starting to feel trapped. A humanoid robot moved into the office from the other side.
Dammit!
She started, but the machine said nothing to her. It started to clean the office. Siobhan let out a sigh of relief, but her heart rate remained elevated.
Then she saw a maintenance worker’s gloves. She grabbed the gloves and donned them. Then she attacked the fence. It was hard going, especially for a girl who had grown up in less gravity.
Dammit! I’m just too heavy here. I hate this planet.
She dropped to the ground, panting.
“Stop there!” called someone.
Siobhan did not look to see who it was. She turned the other way and ran toward a piece of equipment across the factory yard. A huge catapult, by the looks of it. She remembered something about a fissure over the wall.
The junk catapult. A fun diversion for the engineers.
The machine shot loads of trash over the rise just beyond the fence, into a deep fissure. Siobhan remembered the arc taken by the trash barely cleared the rise. The engineers loved watching the refuse clear the rise by a meter.
Those loads of trash must weigh less than me… I would fall short of the fissure, up on the slope.
Siobhan sprinted for it. She felt the familiar rise of a pleasurable adrenal rush.
Hell yeah. I’m going for it…
“Stop! What are you doing? There’s nowhere…”
Siobhan slammed against the side of the launching machine and climbed up. The launch point was about three meters off the ground. At the top, she hopped onto the launching platform. Her link gave her its services. Being an oversized toy built by the engineers in their spare time, there were no authorization checks. She told it to launch.
Ratchakachaka Whump!
The acceleration was intense. It threw her off more than she anticipated, squeezing the breath from her lungs. But Siobhan had done a lot of daredevil sporting, including some extreme bungee jumping, skydiving, and even space vaulting. She gathered herself. She acquired a roll relative to the ground, causing the ground to rotate in and out of view. She had experience orienting herself while tumbling… in space.
Siobhan opened from a ball, trying to increase her drag.
Rising… rising… the hill grew larger.
Then she caught a glance at the top of her arc. Well short of the fissure. She would hit the top of the rise. She remembered the gravity here was considerably more than last time she had taken a long-distance vault.
Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea… but I’m close to apogee and my lateral speed is dropping...
Siobhan formed herself into a ball again. She impacted near the top of the gravelly rise. As she had just passed zenith, she didn’t come down very hard, but she rolled forward with surprising speed. She slid across the gravel-littered surface of the top of the rise then started to descend… toward the fissure.
No!
Siobhan left her ball and flung her limbs outward. She feared breaking something, but she could not allow herself to slide too far. She felt the angle changing.
One of her hands caught a rock and tore some skin. She heard the deep rip of connective tissue. Then she lost her hold and started to slide down.
“Noooooooooo!”
Her arms and legs scrabbled against the dirt. She noticed hundreds of the reddish hash flakes sliding with her.
This is it.
Siobhan gained speed. She tried to face her feet downward, but she did not have the purchase or resolve. Panic was taking hold.
Suddenly the world yanked hard, and she stopped. The rapid stop stunned her, even though it had felt soft. She looked around. She was caught in a netting across the bottom of the slide, at the edge of the fissure.
Oh yeah. Someone did mention a safety net.
She lay there, listening to her ragged breathing.
“Damn what a ride! Yes!” She laughed. Her hand was bloody, her arm swelling, but she smiled. The adrenaline did not let her feel the pain.
Now, which way was the spaceport?







Chapter 4
 
“Maxsym Kirolenko?”
Maxsym felt his pulse rate increase. He closed his blue eyes. Short blond hair became ruffled by large, tan hands.
“Yes.”
“I’m Jason Yang—”
“Yes, I was told to expect your call.”
“Oh. Is this a good time?”
A good time? Is this a good time to build a false case to crucify you for criticizing the government of the core worlds?
“Let’s get it over with.”
There was a fat pause. Then the man kept talking.
“I’m sorry you feel that way. Let me convince you otherwise. You have a strong record in your field, sir. By all accounts an eminent xenobiologist. And at the age of twenty-two, all the more amazing.”
“Thank you…”
Here comes the “but”…
“Have you ever thought about the hindrances to your career posed by increasing government intervention? From what I understand, you stand opposed to current political policies allowing the destruction of alien ecosystems to pave the way for new colonies.”
“I have expressed my… viewpoint, yes. But I have fulfilled all my contracts and conducted my research professionally, and successfully, despite these different points of view.”
“You also blamed the core world government for the disaster at Calnine,” the man said.
Maxsym breathed in. Calm down.
“I provided… constructive criticism,” Maxsym said. “Look, I’m not a dissenter.”
“‘UN buffoons who have the blood of those colonists on their hands’?” quoted the man.
“I don’t care!” Maxsym barked. “You know what? I’m not taking it back. They were irresponsible! You want to kill the xenobarrier research, you go right ahead. I’ll work with someone who doesn’t have a problem with my politics.”
“Ah, yes, the xenobarrier project. I wanted to ask some questions about that. But first, I’d like to explain why I think a man like you is a great fit for Parker Interstellar Travels. Out here on the frontier, you’ll find yourself with more freedom to—”
“What? What is this?”
“A job interview. Didn’t you—”
“Oh. I’m sorry, things have been hectic here since… when I spoke out about Calnine, I whipped up something of a storm. I’m sorry, I seem to be confused. Overwhelmed. I thought you were… someone else. How very embarrassing.”
“Sir?”
“I’m sorry. Case of mistaken identity. If I had paid more attention… please accept my apologies. What need has a travel agency of a man like me?”
“I’m glad you asked that,” Jason said.
 
***
 
Maxsym stepped onto another dingy transport. It seemed that the farther toward the frontier he had gone, each transport had been worse than the last.
I wonder if I’ve made a mistake going out here, he thought. I don’t know that much about this company, and there are occasional stories about people disappearing out here.
Before Maxsym left the spaceport link coverage, he sent a message back to his home datastore with his location and intentions. Just in case he never came back. On the old transport, he clanked along a metal corridor and came to a passenger chamber atop the cargo space. Three other men and a woman sat along two long benches facing each other. He stopped and checked the flight time: scheduled for two hours. It said the destination was a space rendezvous, not another spaceport.
End of the line. I guess this crappy seat will do for just a couple hours.
Maxsym looked over his fellow passengers. He stared for two long seconds on his approach, planning to look away soon so as to avoid any negative reactions. He thought one of the men might be very young, maybe not twenty, and the others he gauged between twenty and thirty. The woman was young and attractive. She looked confident. The last thing Maxsym gleaned before sitting down was a range of clothing in the others. The young man was dressed in lighter colorweave garments like Maxsym. He could be a fellow core worlder, but the others wore more durable clothing.
They must be from the frontier, or somewhere in between.
“Are you here for PIT, too?” asked the younger man. His shirt shifted subtly from dark green to something more aqua in a wavering pattern like plant fronds. Maxsym thought the youth was probably handsome, which made him wonder if he was the boyfriend of the woman, or perhaps her brother.
“Yes,” Maxsym said. “All of you?”
“Yep,” the shorter man said. “I’m Imanol. You look like you’ve come a ways. You’re not in Kansai anymore, Blondie.”
“Kansas. Dorothy.”
“What?”
“Nothing. I’m Maxsym. From New New York,” he said.
“I’m Caden, from Earth,” said the young man.
“Caden, Imanol,” Maxsym repeated. He looked toward the other two. “May I ask your names?”
“Siobhan,” said the woman. She smiled. Maxsym noticed her limbs were folded uncomfortably. She would be very tall when she stood up.
“Krellis,” said the last man. He did not smile.
“So, if you’re like us, you don’t know very much about this job,” Caden said. “No one even knows how many openings are available.”
Maxsym nodded. “I’m largely in the dark as well, but I got the feeling that I wasn’t competing for a position, but being offered one if they could persuade me.”
Caden accepted that opinion without comment.
“That’s the way it was with me, too,” Siobhan said. “They were selling themselves hard. Sounded like they wanted me to join them pretty bad. I’ll be a little pissed if it turns out we’re all competing for the same position. But at least they paid for the trip.”
Maxsym nodded again. “I guess we’ll know soon.”
Maxsym settled in for the takeoff. The old transport left the frontier port and headed into space.
The young man, Caden, seemed unwilling to pass the time in silence.
“I’m a new graduate. I was headed for New Annapolis, but I’m considering this job instead. What skillset do you have? It might tell us a lot to share what we do. All the same sort of stuff?”
“I am a xenobiologist,” Maxsym said.
“Wow. Okay, that’s radically different than anything I can do,” Caden said.
“I’m an industrial automation specialist,” Siobhan said. “So it’s looking better for all of us getting a job all the time.”
“I’m a security specialist,” Imanol offered.
Everyone looked to Krellis.
“Ex military,” Krellis said.
Ah. Krellis does sound like a last name.
There was another pause. Once again, Caden started talking.
“So what can you tell me about life on the frontier? Is it as dangerous as it seems to us core worlders?”
Imanol and Siobhan traded looks. Imanol said, “Just be courteous until you learn your way around. ‘An armed society is a polite society’, you know?”
“Sounds familiar,” Caden said.
“I’d tell you to stick with your friends, but looks like you have none here,” Siobhan said.
Krellis surprised Maxsym by speaking up.
“Get yourself a weapon. Keep it strapped here to your chest, where they can see it but can’t steal it. Then pay attention to people around you. If you’re pissing them off, notice that fact and back off,” Krellis said.
Maxsym wondered for a moment if Krellis was saying that Caden was pissing him off, but Krellis did not seem angry, just gruff.
“Okay, thanks,” Caden said.
“Your colorweave will crap out in a few days, and replacing it out here is expensive. Get something that lasts longer,” Siobhan said. “Plus that way, you won’t stick out so much.”
“The government isn’t here to tell you to strap yourself in,” Imanol added. “So you have to be observant and cautious, all on your own. For instance, on this old dump, if you mistook the airlock for the head, there’s a nonzero chance it would actually let you step right out of the damn ship without so much as a link warning.”
Krellis and Siobhan laughed. After that, the conversation died down again, and for once Caden did not revive it. So they rode the rest of the way occupied by their links. As they approached their rendezvous, Maxsym was not able to learn as much about the ship they were meeting as he expected to. All he got a hold of was an exterior visual feed, which showed a strange, almost spherical ship headed toward them. As it approached, it continued to grow until Maxsym became almost alarmed.
“That’s a big mother,” Imanol said, showing he was doing the same as Maxsym. “I hope it’s not a Space Force base ship!” His voice expressed bitterness.
“What?” asked Maxsym.
“I don’t like it any more than you do,” said Imanol.
No one else commented on it. Their transport flew into the huge vessel and came to rest.
When Maxsym stepped out of the dingy transport, he felt another shock. They were in a hangar large enough to be in a spaceport.
“I thought we were meeting a ship,” Siobhan whispered.
“We did. This is a ship,” Imanol said. “And as you can see, it’s gigantor.”
The hangar floor was vast and flawless. It looked new. Or advanced enough to be kept like new. Something else felt wrong about the place. Maxsym couldn’t put his finger on it. The angles of the construction were odd.
Probably built by a company I’ve never heard of out on the frontier.
Maxsym spotted two people coming out to speak with them on the wide-open floor. One was a man—muscular, wearing military garb with a rifle on his back.
And a knife big enough to be a sword at his hip, Maxsym noted. Is this the norm for the frontier? He looked over at Krellis but saw only a sidearm. Siobhan and Imanol appeared unarmed.
The other was a woman. She looked young, attractive yet professional. Maxsym could not help but rank her against Siobhan in looks. He decided the new one was even more interesting. Besides, she was closer to Maxsym’s height than Siobhan. She also wore a very durable-looking skinsuit, probably military grade. He saw a pistol and a large knife at her hip.
What have I gotten myself into? Am I about to be forced into service?
“I’m Sheridan, and this is Calder,” she said. “Welcome to our ship. We’re glad you came to speak with us about Parker Interstellar Travels.”
Well, she doesn’t sound threatening.
The woman seemed to notice everyone including Maxsym staring at the huge hangar.
“Our ship is quite impressive. Yet another reason you should consider joining us.”
“Is this some kind of paramilitary group?” asked Caden. His gaze had moved quickly from the hangar around them to the weapons worn by the pair who had greeted them.
“That’s a good question. One that deserves an answer. But first, I have to ask all of you to go through a quick screening procedure. I realize that it’s very much on us to convince you to join us. And I intend to do that, which will include giving out a lot of information. This screening has to come first. It’ll be very quick, and I can promise we’ll make it worth your while whether you join us or not. You turn us down, I’ll send you home on us and toss in 1000 ESC for your time.”
“What kind of a screening?” Siobhan asked. She sounded skeptical.
“I’ll go with each of you into that room for five minutes. I’ll ask you some questions. Very basic stuff, nothing about your personal lives, just career-type questions. It will be one at a time, and the rest of you can speak with the first person when they come out if you have reservations. I realize this could feel a bit creepy. It will all be clear shortly.”
She pointed at Maxsym. “What do you say?”
What the hell is going on here? At this point, if they’re some kind of crazy kidnappers, I’m pretty much at their mercy.
“Very well,” Maxsym said guardedly.







Chapter 5
 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” asserted the young man. His last name was Krellis. He sat in a simple metal chair. He wore a skinsuit that exposed only his hands and his close-shaven head.
“I’m talking about the fact you never left the space force,” Telisa said. “You still work for them.”
The man leaned forward and feigned anger. Telisa could see his perfect white teeth as he spoke. His eyes held determination. For all the good it would do him.
“I passed your truth check. What’s your issue? You know I had a falling-out with the force.”
Feigned, pretended, imitation of anger, Shiny’s voice told her through her link. Subject employed by Earth government. Telisa related to mission. Magnus, too, also, as well.
“I don’t like spies.”
“You some kind of buckle bulb? Get your head examined.”
“It’s you who’s having his head examined. Right now. By an alien. And he says you’re a liar,” Telisa said.
“You’re insane! Someone help!” He stood up. “I want to leave. There’s nothing you could say that would make me want to work here with you.”
“You won’t be leaving anytime soon,” Telisa said. She asked Shiny to isolate his link. She could tell it worked by watching the man’s face. Suddenly he vaulted over the table to attack.
Telisa reacted by instinct. She sidestepped the assault, rabbit punching him as he passed. Her blow did not seem particularly effective.
He’s stronger than I am. I should be careful.
He turned toward her. Telisa took the initiative, grabbing his head in her hands. She pulled down hard and sent a knee toward his face. He blocked the blow with an arm, unable to stop it but muting it enough to prevent damage. Then he grabbed her leg and sent her hopping back. In another moment, she would be dumped on the ground and he would be above her.
Ah, screw it.
His hands were on her leg, so she boxed his ears, then stabbed a finger into an eye. He let go of her leg, staggered. Telisa activated her stealth sphere just as he covered. The man blinked for a second, nursing his eye, then looked toward his blind side. Then he spun into a corner, trying to find her. Telisa took her time, aimed carefully, and launched a combination: jab, jab, hook. He had no chance to block her invisible attack. She caught him on the left side of his chin and dropped him with the hook.
Telisa left the cell. Her link locked the door behind her. She took a deep breath. Her Veer suit dumped the excess heat of the impromptu workout. Magnus and Jamie Arakaki were in the observation room. The ex-UED soldier had become good friends with Magnus, and everyone called her by her last name, military-style.
“You were watching the fight?” she asked.
“We were betting on it. No offense, I had to bet against you, but Magnus gave me good odds,” Arakaki said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” She turned to leave.
She knows we have to discuss what to do about the spy. And she knows she hasn’t been around long enough for her opinion to count. Though she probably already gave it to Magnus.
“No, please stay,” Telisa said. “You bet I would lose?”
Arakaki shook her head. “No. I bet it would take you longer than a minute to win.”
“Well, it was the hardest job interview I’ve ever given,” Telisa said. Thinking about the spy again, she felt cold anger.
They actually sent someone to get into our organization. Our tiny, little, insignificant space travel, adventure, and exploration agency. Which happens to work with a live alien.
“This means they don’t want to bring us in straight up. They want to get in here and see what we know, what we have. Infiltrate us before they move. Probably to make a plan to get a hold of Shiny. Five Entities!”
“It means we can’t go back,” Magnus said.
“For how long?” Telisa asked the question even though she knew the answer.
“We can never go back unless we’re going back on our terms to take them down. But you seem to be unable to face that task,” he said.
“Well, I made some progress. Actually, Cilreth and I have been working on something together,” Telisa said.
“Really? You recruited her to your cause, hrm?” asked Arakaki.
Telisa sent them a link to her copy of The Orwell Papers.
“Isn’t that just a sort of nut-job manifesto?” Magnus asked.
“Yes, but a well researched, thorough nut-job manifesto.”
The name was taken from a long-gone author, George Orwell, who wrote about oppressive government. The author of The Orwell Papers was unknown, or at least unknown by most.
“That thing is useless,” Magnus said. “The UNSF knows all about it. Believe me, they’ve analyzed that and blocked it carefully. The plot it describes could never succeed now that it’s been leaked.”
“True. But here’s the key: whether they know about it or not, the critical part is, the paper correctly identifies the individuals who really control the core world governments. There are actually fewer than one hundred individuals who pull all the strings back on Earth! It’s a brilliant power analysis, actually—maybe the work of an AI. Those people may guard against the plan outlined in The Orwell Papers, but they won’t give up their power because they’ve been outed. They remain the key leaders. Given enough power—”
“Like say a fleet of Vovokan starships, a host of alien weapons, and a crack unit of operatives?” Magnus interjected.
“Yes. Given enough power to let us break the expected rules of the engagement, we can take The Orwell Papers and turn them into something useful. Even if the space force thinks they’ve taken precautions against the rebellion outlined by the author.”
“This was created by the UED,” Arakaki said.
“Five Entities!” Telisa said.
Magnus was surprised, too. “And it’s real?” he asked.
“As far as I know, the analysis is accurate,” Arakaki said. “The UED released it hoping for some help from within the core worlds.”
“Good. We can use the leadership analysis, even if the rest of it is no longer usable,” Telisa said.
“And what if these individuals are actually immortal Trilisks in the bodies of Terrans?” asked Arakaki.
“Then it’s even more important to take them down.”
“And it will also be almost impossible to do so,” Magnus said. “I agree with where you’re headed. And I applaud it. Someone has to do something. I’m just saying, we need to know if they are Trilisks first, in my opinion.”
“I said we’re working on it. Add your time to the effort.”
“Okay. That’s something. But we have a shorter-term decision to make now, and it’s exactly the kind of hard decisions that have to be made if we want to tackle the world government. What are we going to do with this guy? He’s just a foot soldier in the grand scheme. An expendable spy sent here to gather information.”
“Brainstorm choices first, then choose,” Telisa said.
“We can space him. Literally. If we go after the UNSF, then people will die. We can let him go. We can incarcerate him. I don’t see much else.”
“Drop him at that dive where the UED survivors went?” asked Telisa.
“No way,” Arakaki said. “They might talk. We’d be putting them in danger as well as ourselves.”
“We could suspend him in a Trilisk column. Just as my body was,” Telisa said.
“A sidestep,” Arakaki said.
“Yes. I admit it. I’m not ready to start killing left and right. But I’m coming to see that I have to be willing to make life-and-death decisions like this if I’m going to effect the change I used to daydream about. And now I’m starting to daydream about just giving it up and living my own life. I don’t know if I have it in me. Yet I think about the total cost of the oppression as it goes on year after year. Is it worth killing to end that?” Telisa threw up her hands. “Only the Five Entities know.”
“Arakaki thinks it’s worth it. Even after serving on the losing end of the war.”
“Yes,” Arakaki said. “You guys weren’t kidding when you said they wanted you. How did I just skip from one UED camp to the next?”
“We’re not so much the U for united as the ED for Earth Defiance,” Telisa said. She traded looks with Magnus. “Not yet.”
Arakaki raised an eyebrow. “You could make a go of it. My old unit was washed up. But this outfit has tech. Lots of it. Power. You could do it.”
Telisa looked at Arakaki. “You lost friends… more?”
Arakaki nodded. “But they were in the cause. They were willing to lose their lives for it.”
“Innocents would die, too.”
“Maybe. The UNSF has trampled a lot of innocents themselves, no doubt about it. You just never get to hear about them.”
“Okay. I’m going to put this guy into stasis for now,” Telisa said. “I should hear Cilreth’s opinion, too.”
“What about the other recruits?”
“That’s the last one. The others are all clean. Lonrack, McCollum, Cutter, Kirolenko.”
“Okay then, let’s get to work,” Arakaki said. “Are we gonna split up the new meat or do we get to share?”
Telisa winced. “Both. We’ll each have all of them for an hour or two each day, but they each get a personal mentor for anything that falls through the cracks.”
“Magnus takes the girl,” Arakaki said. “I hate girls. Present company excepted.”
Telisa shrugged. “Duly noted,” she said. “Okay, Magnus takes Cutter. Pick one.”
“Caden Lonrack,” Arakaki said quickly.
Of course. The handsome young leader of the pack. Blood Glades champion and all-around wholesome Terran boy.
Telisa did a quick mental calculation. McCollum was abrasive while thoroughly competent. Kirolenko was sharp, but on the lazy side.
Which one do I want?
“I’d like McCollum,” Magnus said. “I’ll give you Cutter, unless you don’t want her.”
Telisa took the out. “Yes, give me Cutter then.”
“Cilreth gets Kirolenko. I’ll let her know.”
“There’s a slight issue with Lonrack,” Magnus said. “He idolizes the space force. He checked out with Shiny, and he’s okay with working for us in a gray area of the law, but if we end up more directly at odds with the UNSF, it could become a problem.”
“Thanks for letting me know,” Arakaki said. “I’ll keep that in mind and see if I can bring him around.”
“I think half the reason he said yes is because we’re all packing weapons,” Telisa added.
“Nothing wrong with that,” Arakaki said. “We need a few fighters, if what I’ve heard about your other missions is true.”
“Let’s apologize and give them our real names. We’ll explain why we did that and hope they think this stuff is as cool as we do.”
“Oh, they will,” Magnus said.







Chapter 6
 
The next day, Arakaki met up with the recruits in one of the Clacker’s amazing mess halls and started building a team out of them. Telisa and Magnus had at least come clean with the four of them and persuaded them to stay and learn what being a member of PIT would be like. None of them had committed to anything long term.
“Today let’s start pure virtual,” she told them in a wide-open room of the Clacker. “Very basic. Just a warmup to see what you can do. There’s a simple warehouse, Earth gravity, at night. One of your friends has been taken hostage by a frontier gang. You go in there and get your friend out. I’ll show you what he looks like. Normally, you’ll get to plan your own approach, and you’ll likely have some fun hardware. For now, though, you have only basic weapons, and it’s pretty straightforward. The interior plan will change with each attempt.”
“We’re practicing military operations? Did you understand that I’m a xenobiologist?” asked Maxsym.
“Sure I understand,” Arakaki said. “Look, this is a team-building exercise. It also lets me see your aptitudes. If you don’t show any combat aptitude, it doesn’t mean we don’t want you. As you said, you have other skillsets. As far as the real missions, there you’ll end up in combat only if we can’t avoid it. Suppose you’re out there on an unexplored planet with us, studying an amazing new life form. We might be attacked by someone else on the frontier.”
Best if you know what you’re doing, just in case, Arakaki thought.
Arakaki gave them a generated face to attach to their friend and ran the simulation. She set herself up as an invisible observer to watch them. The team assembled within her virtual world. They wore dark clothing and held projectile carbines in their hands. Each had a pistol and a knife at their belt.
“For purposes of this exercise, assume a remote team member has neutralized their automated defenses. You may assume their security sensor arrays as well as any connected hardware have been rendered inert. Caden, as a Glades champ, you should be familiar with this sort of thing, so take the team lead to start out,” Arakaki instructed.
The four moved down a dark street on some fictitious colony world. They got their first look at the warehouse from a distance. It was all metal struts and carbon panels, rising as high as a three-story building above them, nestled in a district of other warehouses and dock buildings.
“Okay then,” Caden said. “Identify all the entrances. Siobhan with me. You two go around the other direction. Then we’ll all go in at the single entrance we choose.”
Imanol nodded and led Maxsym around the building. They kept a good distance, in the shadows of a nearby structure. Imanol hid his carbine under his jacket.
“They’re probably taking video of the area so hide your weapons and act like we’re lost,” Imanol said to everyone over his link. “Just some people who took a wrong turn trying to find a party,” he said.
Arakaki could tell Imanol had done some security work. Maxsym was getting points for trying, at least. As she had said, the warehouse had no external surveillance active for this first trial, but his advice did not hurt. Everything would be almost as easy as it could get. Caden did not challenge the advice or seem to mind it.
Arakaki flipped her attention back to Caden. She smiled. The boy moved like a jungle cat. Siobhan looked amateur next to him, though to be fair, she was not doing poorly. In fact, she did better than Arakaki expected for an automation specialist.
Siobhan looks more suited to this than Maxsym, though.
She watched as the team found three entrances. There were others, a locked door on the top, broken windows on the sides well above ground level, and a sewer entrance, but she did not expect them to find those, and Caden was not trying. He knew his team could realistically only enter from the ground floor given their limited equipment and training. Caden chose the most obscure ground-level entrance, a stained metal door around on the side away from the street. It was locked, but not part of a security system this time. Arakaki knew that when she started dialing up the difficulty, that would no longer be the case.
When they forced the door, the program tested to see if their entrance was detected. On the lax settings, nothing happened. The group had made it into the building unnoticed. Caden led the way in, hiding among a row of quiescent cargo moving robots. Sounds of other loading robots working filtered through the dark, damp warehouse.
“We need to find an office or some other smaller room where they’d keep a prisoner,” Caden said over his link. “We’ll proceed to the northeast corner, you two to the northwest corner just over there. Hopefully we’ll be able to see the length of the warehouse and spot the office. If we don’t, we can assume it’s by the southwest where the cargo road comes in.”
Caden and Siobhan made good time toward the northeast corner. The concrete below their feet was cracked and wet. The lights far above shone in the wet surfaces around them. Caden took a deep sniff.
“Damn, this is a high quality sim,” he muttered to himself. Arakaki was probably the only one who heard him. She smiled.
That’s because it’s running on the Clacker.
Imanol and Maxsym moved more slowly to their corner, which was much closer.
“I can see halfway through the warehouse from here,” Imanol transmitted, peeking around a support beam. “The obstruction is structural; no sign of the office.”
“Okay, hold,” Caden said.
The office was about sixty meters down on Caden and Siobhan’s side, nestled against the mirror image of the central supporting strut of the building’s ceiling that Imanol had referred to on their side.
“We have it in sight,” Caden said. “Come back over to our corner. Carefully. There may be a patrol. Just stay undercover and keep quiet.”
The explicit micromanagement made Arakaki wince internally, but she knew with Maxsym on her team and one of her friends hostage, she’d say the same thing. Once Maxsym found his legs, there would be no need for such babysitting.
“The office is raised above the floor. Double sets of stairs. I see two men hanging out up there. Both armed,” Caden summarized. When Imanol and Maxsym arrived, Caden was ready.
“We can approach half this distance without being spotted. Then we assault. But first we have to cover. I saw a guard walking around the perimeter. Follow me,” he said. The team moved forward two rows and hid behind a group of huge plastic crates. They crouched there in the shadows until a guard had passed on the walkway above.
“Why do they have human guards instead of machines?” Siobhan asked.
“To make the test easier,” Imanol answered. “Though sometimes, gangs don’t use machines because of the extra hassle with the government. I would expect dirt-simple, hard-to-hack, non-logging electronic sensors and security devices.”
“Neutralized, remember?” Caden said. “May we proceed?” Arakaki smiled to herself.
Caden did not wait for an answer. He led the way forward. Up ahead, the team approached the core of the gang who had captured their friend. Arakaki knew there were five armed men here by the prisoner. Two combatants patrolled the building, and two more guarded the main entrance.
Caden took a quick look from their hidden position.
“There’s our friend,” he guessed. He indicated a lit room behind the two men. “Either that, or it’s a trap for us.”
“What now?” asked Imanol.
“Cover me,” Caden urged. He flew into action like a machine.
Snap, snap.
He fired two shots with his carbine, killing both of the gang members above. The sound of the compact weapon was not loud, yet the distinct sound carried in the warehouse. He rolled forward to the cover of a crate on the right and then fell prone beside it. When two enemies moved to flank them from the side of the office, he picked them off calmly and efficiently.
Snap, snap.
Four down, and the others have barely had time to shit their pants! He’s good. Damn good. Blood Glades champ all right.
Once Imanol realized Caden had taken a forward position, he started to fire steadily to cover for him. Maxsym did the same, but he spent more time covering and less time shooting.
Snick, snick, snick… snap.
I know that type. He doesn’t have the stomach for it, not really. Push comes to shove, he’ll probably fold. At least he knows it.
Siobhan moved to the left, trying to flank the enemy on the other side. But she had not told the others where she was headed. A guard ran along the walkway, headed toward the office. She fired at him once, twice, missing each time. The guard aimed to return fire. Siobhan let her weapon lock on and shot one more time. The man fell just before he could shoot.
Meanwhile, Maxsym’s head appeared over his cover, and he loosed a shot toward Siobhan. But she had already moved under cover, so the round could not hit even though it had locked on.
“I’m going in,” Caden transmitted, but he was already in the office. He opened a door then moved aside, allowing rounds to fly through the opening, but he was not in the line of fire. He returned fire through the flimsy wall, then ran by the door to get a look.
Hrm. He could have hit his friend, there. Though I see his rounds were angled downward. A bit risky.
Caden had an idea of the room beyond and had seen his friend. Now he fired more quickly, stitching rounds through the front part of the office away from the prisoner.
Snap… snap, snap, snap.
Out in the warehouse, Imanol had foreseen the arrival of more gang members from the front. He shot one as the man passed his hiding spot. Maxsym exchanged fire with the second. Maxsym was on the wrong side of his crate, still covering from the office but not the man coming in from the front of the warehouse.
Riiiiiiiip!
One of the guards let off a long burst of high velocity rounds. Maxsym was sitting with his back against a crate, making a small target. It saved him, allowing him to hit the attacker with a round first.
That would not go well on real settings, but you have to start somewhere, Arakaki thought.
Caden moved into the prisoner’s room. He kept his weapon raised and moved sideways along a wall toward the prisoner, who was secured to a chair. A gang member popped up from behind a desk, weapon in hand.
Snap! Snap!
Caden shot her through the head before she was even ten centimeters above the desk.
Caden shifted his weapon and then checked himself quickly when he saw Siobhan enter from the far side. She started.
“I didn’t know you made it this far,” he explained.
“I’m in,” she reported late. “We’re untying our friend. We just need to get out,” she sent to the team.
“How many down?” Caden asked the team.
“I got one,” Siobhan said.
“I got two,” Imanol said.
“Me too,” said Maxsym. “I mean, I got one.”
“Let’s head out the back, then, in case reinforcements arrive at the front.”
They converged under the office. Caden led the team out. The simulation made the remaining combatants very cautious, so they failed to move in on the retreating extraction team. All four made it out alive with the captive.
That could have been worse, Arakaki thought. She remembered her own first combat simulations. They had been bloodbaths. Of course, Caden was hardly just starting out, and from the looks of it, Imanol and Siobhan had experience too. Either real or simulated.
Arakaki cut the sim.
“All alive. Good enough,” she said. “Lonrack. You did well. Siobhan, I liked your flank, but Maxsym just about shot you when you appeared way out in left field. You guys have to be aware of each other. Usually that’s achieved with link chatter until the team is highly trained, then you just become aware of each other’s video feeds by instinct. We’ll work on it. Imanol, good anticipation. You knew more gang members would come in from the front when combat broke out.” Arakaki shifted her gaze to Maxsym. “Our xenobiologist survived, but just barely. I hope you’re a fast learner.”
Maxsym nodded. “I haven’t done this kind of simulation since I was a kid. The technology has improved significantly.”
“The team lacked crisp teamwork. Not surprising for your first time out. I have something to attend to,” Arakaki explained. “Telisa’s going to talk with you about… aliens, I think.”
“Can I ask what happened to Krellis?” Caden said. “After the interviews, you guys showed us our rooms and everything, and they’re truly awesome, but none of us saw Krellis after that.”
Arakaki paused. “Krellis washed out,” she said.
“Wow, that’s surprising,” Siobhan said neutrally. “He wasn’t impressed by all this?”
“As we said, we intend to convince you to join us. However, in Krellis’s case, well, he was a spy. When we asked him those basic questions we asked all you, he lied. So we don’t want him. The rest of you are all on the level.”
The recruits digested that. Caden was the first to ask the obvious question.
“Well, who was he spying for?”
The truth but not the truth, Arakaki told herself.
“The competition? It doesn’t matter. Our lives are on the line out here sometimes. Everyone has to be playing on the same team. That guy plays for someone else, y’know? We don’t want him. Who knows when he would betray us, any of us—maybe even kill us!”
Oops. Maxsym looks worried again.
Arakaki gave them a location pointer back to the mess just in case anyone got confused. “Telisa will meet you back at your mess in about an hour. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
***
 
Arakaki smiled widely as she arrived on a landing platform inside the asteroid Shiny and the PIT team used as a secret base. Like the Clacker, the place was spacious and comfortable. Magnus was there to greet her.
“I can’t believe this was created by an alien. It’s so Terran.”
“We made it that way, mostly,” Magnus said. “All you have to do is… imagine it how you want it.”
“What the…?”
“Yes. Shiny keeps a Trilisk AI device here, and it listens to… well, I’m not sure what the requirements are. But you envision what you want, and it makes it happen. I’ll explain the limits to you. Nothing complicated, okay? You have to understand things thoroughly. Sometimes Shiny helps us out. But simple metal, carbon, wood, the design of a room, you can handle all these things pretty quickly. You know guns and suits well enough, it will mostly work if you pray some up.”
“Pray some up,” she echoed. Magnus walked her into a grand atrium of marble and glass filled with images and sculptures of places and people. Several of the statues were of Telisa or Magnus, including a large one in the center of the two in an embrace.
“This is crazy beautiful.”
“Try it out. What’s around that corner over there?” he asked.
“You mean… put something there?”
“Yes.”
Arakaki closed her eyes for a minute. Then they walked over to an adjoining room, around the corner.
A gray Guardian machine stood solidly on the polished marble. It swiveled its primary sensor array to look down at them from above. Four huge spider legs held it high off the floor, with four stubby cannon-bearing arms.
“Welcome back, Captain,” it said.
Arakaki giggled like a schoolgirl.
“Wow, you don’t hold much back, even your first time,” Magnus said. “No people. I mean it. You’ll just create some freaky half-thing that isn’t even close, okay?”
“Okay. Got it. I know Scorn here well. Repaired him several times.”
“Chances are, his components aren’t close to spec,” Magnus said. “Unless you’re a cyber block specialist, too.”
“This is unbelievably awesome!” Arakaki said. “You can make… it’s like being rich?”
“The advantages of praying up whatever you want. Give it another try. What would you like your personal gym to look like?”
“Screw that. I’m dreaming up my bedroom first,” Arakaki said.
“Suit yourself. Put it over here.” Magnus walked her into an unused area of the base. “This whole section can be yours,” Magnus said. “We have a lot of space in this rock.”
She paused for a few minutes. Magnus let her work. Then she walked through the first door. It opened up into a corridor. She followed it down to the end, passing many doors. Magnus followed her. The corridor split into a small T at the end, with a door in each direction. She turned left and went inside.
“You seem to know where you want it to be,” Magnus said.
They entered a large room of perhaps a hundred square meters. Bookcases and cabinets dotted three walls, leaving one wall as a featureless display wall. It showed the lights of a city at night, viewed from great height, as if the room were the penthouse suite of a spacescraper. A huge black bed dominated the far wall. It was only a foot off the floor.
“Amazing!” Arakaki exclaimed. She walked up and pushed the corner it with her foot. The waterbed rocked into motion.
“Would you like to… join me?”
Magnus looked at the vast black bed and smiled.
“I would definitely take you up on that, Jamie,” Magnus said. “But I’m only with Telisa right now.”
Yeah, I guess the giant sculpture of you two out in the atrium kind of gives it away.
“Suit yourself,” Arakaki said. “Caden is next in line, and I doubt he’ll turn me down.”
Magnus hesitated. Arakaki knew exactly what he was thinking.
He thinks I’m brewing trouble on the new team.
“As long as you two can operate without any theatrics on the job. And you might want to wait until he’s affirmed his choice to join us.”
Arakaki smiled. She was only half serious about Caden. He was just a kid. But maybe he would convince her. He was an exceptional young man.
“Sure, I’ll put it on the slow burner,” Arakaki said. “I promise.”
“Thanks, I really appreciate that.”
“So I get to see the secret base. And use the prayer device. That’s nice. But I’m still not in as tight as you three.”
“You’ll become part of the inner group quickly. Give Telisa and Cilreth some time.”
“You three pretty much run things, then?” Arakaki asked carefully.
“It used to be Jack, but he died on Thespera. Almost straight out. I’ve told you we had some trouble when we first met Shiny. Well, he took our leader out almost first thing. There was a space force guy in there mixing things up, which didn’t help,” Magnus said. “By the end of the next expedition, you’ll be included in everything from the start.”
Arakaki nodded.
“And when Shiny takes over the whole show, you’ll be just another one of the hapless Terrans like me,” Magnus smiled.
“He does that sometimes, doesn’t he?”
“I think he might be dangerous. Yet he’s also the key to most the amazing things we have around here.”
“I think I’ll stay here for tonight and play around,” she said.
“Definitely recommended. Remember, only vague details about the base with the new recruits. It’s too soon. I’ll whet their appetite when we get back, since the Clacker is in range of the Trilisk AI. But they won’t see the base until we return from the next expedition.”
“What next expedition?”
“Telisa or Shiny will come up with some amazing thing or other we have to go after,” Magnus said.
“Okay,” Arakaki said, rolling across her bed. “Well, they can take their time. I have a lot of praying to do.”
 
***
 
“Several of you have broached the subject of compensation,” Magnus said. “You get a salary. It’s modest, and it exists largely for the purposes of our cover as employees of Parker Interstellar Travel. But the bonus is key. The bonus is: you get pretty much anything you want.”
The four recruits stared at him, waiting for clarification. They stood in a large cargo hold aboard the Clacker. No one had told the new recruits their position close to their asteroid base, or the secrets it held.
“I’m going to give you a small illustration of what I mean by that,” Magnus said. He paced in front of four large boxes he had set out before the four recruits. “Be straightforward, imaginative, and honest. If you try to be too cute, you may screw yourself out of something cool.”
He stopped in front of Siobhan and pointed at the box. “What do you want?”
“What does the box have to do with this?” she asked carefully, confused.
“There is something in that box for you. What would you like it to be?”
“What are the parameters?”
“I would stick with something morally acceptable to the rest of us,” Magnus advised. “It has to fit in the box,” he added.
“So the box is not purely symbolic of what you’re promising me after the first expedition? It really has to fit in there?”
“Right.”
Siobhan tilted her head.
“You said to be honest, so I guess I’d like a Von Neumann machine,” she said.
Magnus frowned. “Hrm, morally on the edge there. I guess we can swing that. Caden?”
Caden answered more quickly.
“I’d like a collapsible Veer sniper rifle-laser combo. Utterly tricked out.”
“Maxsym?”
“Bio-molecular analyzer. DNA sequence sampler. A portable version with the very best onboard analyzing suite and a ton of memory.”
“Imanol?”
Imanol hesitated.
He’s thinking over some kind of cheat. This should be interesting, thought Arakaki.
“How about just money?”
“Money exists as data on bank servers. We can’t put it into the box.”
Imanol licked his lips and tried again.
“Could it be… rhenium?”
Magnus nodded.
“Very well. Open your boxes.”
They hesitated.
“They’re all checking their links to see if this is real,” she transmitted to Magnus privately.
“Ha, yes, of course.”
Siobhan opened her box. A complex metal spider machine nestled inside.
“This is… is it really?”
“Yes,” Magnus said.
“No way,” Caden said, walking over to peer into Siobhan’s box. Then he eagerly opened his own. “Noooo way!” He picked up the sniper rifle and began to examine it. “This is sooooo slickblack.”
Arakaki was not aware of the slang, but it did not surprise her, given her isolation in the UED unit and Caden’s recent arrival from a core world.
“So this is virtual, and we don’t know it,” Siobhan said. “How did you switch us over without us noticing? My link doesn’t think this is virtual.”
Magnus nodded.
“That’s a solid guess. And sensible. You’re wrong. This is the real world. At least, as real as it gets. The one we were born in.”
“That’s impossible,” Caden said.
“I told you. Your compensation includes a salary. But the kicker is you get what you want. Almost whatever you want. You can’t have your own space fleet. At least, not until you’ve worked with us a while longer,” he said.
Maxsym opened his box. He took out his analyzer. “Thank you!” he said. “If it’s real, anyway…”
Imanol had waited until last.
“If it’s in there, it’s proof this is a virtual environment,” he said. He opened his box. The interior was flush with silvery bars of metal.
“That’s it! This can’t be real,” he said. “Your alien technology is able to fool our links and us, is all. You switched us virtual without us knowing.” He looked concerned.
“That’s not the deal, that’s not us,” Arakaki said. “This is real.”
“It’s time to rethink what can be real and what can’t,” Magnus said. “Advanced alien technology. That’s what we’re here for. This was a demonstration of what it can do.”
“No. This is a joke for new initiates. A hazing ritual,” Imanol said.
“Well, stuff it in your quarters for a rainy day then,” Magnus said.
Imanol felt put off. He expected Magnus to keep trying to convince him.
He already has this nagging thought: “What if it’s real?” Arakaki thought. She smiled. “It’s real, brother,” she said, slapping Imanol on the shoulder.
Imanol remained puzzled. The others played with their new toys.
“Don’t let the Von Neumann device loose on my ship,” Telisa said firmly.







Chapter 7
 
Kirizzo focused on his prayer interface and cleared his considerable mental slate. He provided a simple astronomical map and zeroed in on wanting to gain knowledge.
Where did the Trilisks spend time near Chigran Callnir system?
The answer was surprisingly sparse. Less than ten systems were indicated. Did that mean the AI was sheltered from the majority of the answer since it was in operation, or were the Trilisks relatively few and far in between? Or did they all spend their time in just a few places?
Kirizzo continued to hone in on his queries. He added the sites of known Trilisk ruins to the map. Many of them overlapped. That was good.
How did the Trilisks travel?
A huge surge of data flowed. Errors erupted. Kirizzo halted the process. That was something he would not be able to figure out without much more time and resources.
What clues would indicate which of these places the Trilisk had gone?
Over three hundred pointers came forward from his massive sensor logs. Kirizzo abandoned the artifact queries and started to examine the log pointers. He began to assess the associations between the data at the pointers he received. Hours passed as Kirizzo stood utterly still like a golden statue. His personal cooling system activated to remove waste heat from his core, but it did not affect his concentration.
Slowly, agonizingly, Kirizzo formed hypothesis after hypothesis. He ranked them, considered them, compared them against one another. He might have to test them, but if he could find one or two clear leaders, the Trilisk AI might be able to do the rest. He finally decided that the sensor logs had data about the energy states of hydrogen atoms in space around the Chigran Callnir system that provided a clue about the escape of the Trilisk. Though his programs weren’t set up to analyze the seemingly random molecules floating through the near vacuum of space, the data showed a definite pattern. It was a simple line in space passing through the star system.
He used the prayer interface again.
How is the line associated?
The answer was clear for once. The line was directly indicative of the vector of travel. Kirizzo’s line was vague, but it might be good enough. Kirizzo’s processed data formed a narrow double cone growing from the system out into the galaxy. Extending the cone encompassed two of the known Trilisk sites within the reasonable travel capability of his ships. Unfortunately they were found in opposite directions from each other.
The closest one was within three weeks aboard Thumper or Clacker.
 
 ***
 
Magnus cut from a simulation of combat and opened his eyes in his large room on the Clacker. He smiled. The robots were looking good. Considerably improved from last time. Magnus had split his design into a soldier and a scout machine. The scout had one weapon mount and could move great distances quickly with a large endurance. The soldier was heavier and slower but more durable. The soldier model was equipped with three weapons mounts. Now he had begun to envision a worker as well, designed to carry things they discovered back to the ship, but he had not gotten as far with that. The worker was less exciting, and so he kept putting it off.
I’ll wish we had workers soon enough, when I’m lugging twenty kilos of artifacts on my back.
Magnus got a connection request from Shiny aboard the new Thumper. He immediately accepted it. Telisa was already on the channel, and Cilreth joined shortly after Magnus.
“Greetings, Terrans,” Shiny said.
“Hello Shiny!” Telisa replied enthusiastically. “Studying human conversation preambles today?”
“Negative. Proposing mutually beneficial course of action.”
“Ah, of course. You have an idea for an expedition? That’s great. I hope it will take awhile to get there, though. Our new team is green. Real green,” Telisa said.
“Search, hunt, pursue escaped Trilisk. Subdue, trap, capture. Learn about Trilisk.”
Telisa did not respond immediately, so Cilreth jumped in. “Last I heard we lost that critter,” she said.
“Trilisk prayer device enabled deeper investigation. Revealed, showed, indicated likely line of travel. Suggest follow one vector for fifty percent chance to discover possible destination.”
“You have… oh, literally a line?”
“But we don’t know which way on the line? Weird,” Magnus said. “But do we really want to find this thing?”
“We can learn more from it than anything else I know of,” Telisa said.
“And then Arakaki can kill it,” Cilreth said.
“Die trying, just as likely,” Magnus said, but he felt he was only arguing against it for the sake of arguing. If they were going to go out and risk their necks, it might as well be for a reward worth going after.
No race we know of has secrets like the Trilisks, he thought.
 “So I remember you blew up a ship to keep it from taking over,” Magnus said. “Are you afraid it will take over if we ‘catch’ it?”
“Propose incapacitate enemy. Alternate, other, backup course of action: Kill, slay, destroy Trilisk. Confiscate, steal, salvage its possessions.”
Best get Telisa’s ethical opinion now rather than later.
“Telisa?” Magnus prompted.
“What? You want to know if I’m on board with killing it?”
“Pretty much.”
“Well, yes, if it’s the same one we encountered before,” she said. “We should not go kill any Trilisk at random. There may be peaceful Trilisks out there.”
“Do you think it’s alone, Shiny?”
“Unknown, uncertain, unanswerable.”
“I’ll need a day to finish up with the prayers,” Magnus said.
“Acceptable.”
“Okay then, are we taking two ships again? I see you made yourself a new one.”
“Two ships, affirmative, correct, verified.”
“That’s great then. We’ll be ready,” Telisa said. “As you know, we’re training the new recruits. I guess we don’t know how long it will take.”
“Other options now exist. Terran operatives may duplicate, copy, improve themselves using Trilisk machines. Duplicates superior. Faster, stronger, longer lived.”
“Whoa. You just dropped a bomb here. Duplicates?” asked Cilreth.
“New body, vessel, receptacle separate from original. Telisa familiar with process.”
“We can supersede… into a new copy of ourselves?” Telisa asked.
“Affirmative, correct, agreement.”
“Wait. I want to make sure I follow you. It’s not a new body for our brains? I just want a new body and my brain. Me. In a new body,” Magnus said.
“Very eloquent,” Telisa laughed.
Magnus shrugged. “Okay, that was harder to say than I thought,” he explained.
“Technically achievable by Trilisk,” Shiny said. “Not achievable by Shiny using ready-made Trilisk device.”
“It should be easier to just provide the new body,” Magnus said.
“Improvements apply, involve, actuate changes at atomic level to brain material. Minority of improvements possible to body alone, others undoable, impossible, unworkable. Also, furthermore, additionally: Trilisk machines’ function highly advanced. Modification difficult.”
“I think he means, he doesn’t understand how to tinker with the Trilisk machines and alter them to just implant our existing brain into a new body. All he can do is tell it to transfer us into a full new body,” Telisa suggested.
“Affirmative, correct, agreement,” Shiny said.
Damn it. I just want what I want. Like the prayer device!
“So we have to go to a copy of ourselves?” Telisa said. “Is it really our consciousness, then, or just a duplicate down to the level of subatomic particles and their energy states? As I recall it now, it was as if that creature really was me. But I guess if the memories were just downloaded from somewhere else, I’d never notice the difference.”
“Debatable, uncertain, unclear, but functionally irrelevant,” Shiny said.
“Okay I follow you on the irrelevant from outside observer part,” Magnus said. “A perfect copy of Magnus is Magnus as far as anyone else can tell. But if the real me has to go to sleep forever so a better copy can run around, I’m not sure I’m okay with that, even though… I guess I would be asleep and never notice.”
“Well it goes both ways,” Telisa said. “After our expedition, we could go back to our original selves, sync up, and we’ll wake up with all the memories. So it won’t matter.”
“But then what about the copies? Do they just die when we go back? They will have the same reservations.”
Telisa was silent for a moment, then she nodded.
“It’s complicated. Let’s discuss it awhile,” Telisa said. “What do you think, Cilreth?”
“I’ll pass and watch you guys screw it up for a while. Then I want one. But I’m not going to take as many risks this mission. I’ll let you take the young ones out for a spin.”
“Shall we ask Arakaki about it first?” asked Magnus.
“Let’s ask all of them,” Telisa deflected.
Magnus decided that meant she cared what the others thought. The other part was unsaid: Arakaki, not so much.
“Good idea,” Magnus said. “Shiny, are you going to use this?”
There was a delay. It was only a second or two, but longer than Shiny usually took to respond.
“Physiological benefits less for Shiny. Many improvements already made. Possible plan resembles Terran term: ping-ponging. Subject supersedes one copy, sync back and forth in foreseeable future.”
“Ah. So there’s always two, but only one going at a time. And you sync back and forth. Cool,” Cilreth said.
“Shiny. How did the Trilisks coordinate this technology?” Magnus asked.
“Unknown. Clues exist indicating use of three bodies in standard procedure. Other evidence suggests used only, exclusively, specifically for inter-species supersedure.”
“Three? They usually used three bodies. This is just getting more complicated,” Magnus said.
“Terrans have made many biological improvements to ourselves,” Telisa said. “We have much less disease now, more energy; we’ve come a long ways.”
“Affirmative, correct, agreement,” Shiny said. “More improvements occur using Trilisk machines.”
“It doesn’t sound so bad,” Magnus said. “The original me sticks around for his natural lifespan. Longer, really, since half the time I would be in stasis. Or whatever the Trilisk columns use to put you on ice while you’re offline.”
“Yes. Still confusing to have two of all of us around, though,” Telisa said. “I doubt it will be fifty-fifty. It would always be tempting to stick around using the superior copy.”
“Only one at a time, and syncing each transition, it will feel like only one of each of us,” Magnus said. “How are we going to tell the others?”
“We just tell them,” Telisa said trivially.
“Okay, you got the job,” Cilreth said.
“I’ll call a meeting.”
 
***
 
Telisa stood before everyone in a large meeting room on the Clacker. Imanol had come to the room with his fellow recruits wondering what the meeting could be about. They had been training for days, doing all sorts of things from combat to programming to learning the ship, so what could the face to face be all about?
This team likes real face-to-face contact. It does probably work better for getting people to bond faster, Imanol thought.
Even though they would not be able to tell any difference with their senses, just knowing it was real had some effect. He thought about the rhenium bars.
If any of this is real.
“How’s your rhenium, Imanol? Still heavy?” she asked. Imanol suddenly felt paranoid.
Did she just read my mind?
“Yeah…” Imanol replied carefully.
“Well, it’s time to consider another technological marvel,” she said. “This one’s voluntary. And the rest of us aren’t ahead of you four on it. We’ve opened up a new possibility.”
The four recruits and Jamie Arakaki watched Telisa intently, eager to hear the news. Telisa took a deep breath.
“We have the capability to put ourselves into new bodies. The bodies are improved. At the least, they’re strong, fast, and perhaps immortal. There may be more.”
Everyone absorbed that in stunned silence.
“The thing is, the old you… your body at least… stays in a sort of stasis when this happens. Inside a Trilisk column. And you can go back to it.”
“Trilisk? By the entities. I’m beginning to see how you produced those toys for us. It’s all real,” Maxsym said.
It makes sense. The Trilisks are… they were gods compared to us, Imanol thought.
Siobhan looked skeptical this time. “You said my old body would be in some Trilisk container? You mean, except my brain?”
“I’m pretty sure… in fact, I’m sure,” Telisa said. “I experienced it. But I was in an alien body. I know, it’s crazy. But my brain wouldn’t even fit inside… the critter I was in.”
“So it’s not really going to be me, it’s a copy,” Siobhan continued. “The real me, my real consciousness, it has to be physically connected to my neural material. After all, you can give me a drug and it affects my consciousness, you can kill me and it ends my consciousness…”
“Presumably,” Caden said.
“Oh, all evidence points toward yes,” Maxsym said. “Who you are at the core is linked to your substrate material, your physical neurons, even if consciousness is partially in the energy states and electromagnetic fields.”
Telisa held up her hands.
“Look. This is Trilisk technology, and they understood so much more than we do. Maybe there are whole other dimensions involved we don’t understand. Still, if you believe the Trilisks messed up here, or had a different way of looking at copies of themselves than we do, there’s still an out. I mean, if it’s not some kind of ‘true essence’ of yourself that gets transferred, we might still safely use it. Suppose the original you really is you, consciousness-wise. Suppose your new one is just a copy. Here’s what you do: copy yourself, send the copy on the expedition with us. The ‘real you’ is just in stasis. When you get back, you download your new experiences into the original you, wake up, and there you are. It happened to me: when I transferred back into my original self, I could remember everything that happened in the other body.”
“But then what about the copy?” asked Caden. “It’s not me. But he thinks he is, and he’s alive just like me. I can’t very well justify stuffing him into stasis indefinitely. And if he knows that’s what’s waiting for him, he might not come back.”
Good point, Imanol thought.
“Then flip-flop,” Cilreth suggested. “Both of the copies get to live. Just not at the same time. Spend a month or two as one of you, then switch on a schedule. Always sync yourself at switch time—or more often, for that matter. Use your fast copy for dangerous missions and keep your slow and stupid self back here where it’s safe.”
“Stupid? This affects intelligence?”
“We don’t know exactly, but if the body is improved overall, cognitive function might improve as well,” Telisa said. “Certainly reaction speeds might improve.”
“Is this illegal? We’re not supposed to grow clones of ourselves,” Caden said.
“We’re finding new technologies faster than we can develop ethics on using them,” Telisa said. “Are you happy to let the government dictate your life rules?”
Imanol noticed Telisa had posed the question to Caden. For all his virtual world skills, he remained naive and sheltered.
She’s poking at his loyalties, he thought. And she knows I’m anti-government. In fact, this whole outfit must be. She wants to know if Caden is too! What the hell have I gotten into here?
In that moment, Imanol felt he may have discovered an undercurrent of motive he had completely missed before. But the others seemed not to notice.
By the Five. Have I just joined the UED and didn’t even know it?
Maxsym jumped in before Caden replied.
“Ethics should arise from trial and error,” Maxsym said. “At first, you do whatever you want. You learn some harsh lessons. Then you form a framework of best practices. That’s just an accelerated version of how societies construct their mores.”
“You really think that?” Caden said.
“The reason we view killing each other as wrong is because it is a suboptimal way for a society to work, at least in past stages of development,” Maxsym said. “If it were better, a society in history where the members routinely killed each other would have arisen as dominant, and they would have rules that encouraged it. Murder wouldn’t be considered wrong. After all, war is murder, and that was required for primitive societies to survive, so it was allowed. People tend to be… unable to handle the complexities, so they distill this wisdom down into static rules.”
Well, Maxsym is in line with their sentiment, I think. I don’t know about Siobhan…
“We’re off subject,” Cilreth said.
“We’d be stupid not to take advantage of such possibilities,” Imanol said. “Faster? Maybe even smarter? Long life? You can’t measure how important those are. I say we use it.”
“I have a solution, but it will take more work,” Siobhan said. “Look, if these things can copy our minds and copy our bodies with various improvements, then they could be made to just replace our bodies and leave our brains alone.”
“Sadly, we don’t understand the Trilisk devices we have well enough to modify them,” Telisa said. “We’re just users of the technology, not engineers of it. Also, apparently some aspects of these improvements we’re talking about are global. All the way down to the subatomic level. So they might not play well with ordinary human parts.”
“This technology is going to change so much back home,” Caden said.
Telisa made a pained face. Imanol caught it immediately.
How will she handle that one?
“We don’t know yet,” Telisa said. “Another reason to test it out. Maybe it’s not safe to use at all.”
“So you haven’t turned it in to the government yet,” Caden said. “Aren’t there strict laws about using alien technology?”
“This is the frontier, Caden,” Cilreth said. “The UN doesn’t rule every step of your life here. It’s up to you to decide whether you like it that way or want to head back home.”
Caden looked thoughtful.
“Okay, well how about this,” Caden said. “Make the copies but leave them as backups. We go ahead and live our lives as ourselves. If I come to a nasty end on some alien planet, then just warm up Caden number two. I’ll still be dead, but I can rest easier knowing there’s a backup of me lying around somewhere to try again.”
“That’s a great idea with one flaw: Caden2 is stronger, faster, maybe even smarter than you. He’ll have a better chance of initial success than Caden1,” Magnus said.
“Well, the Trilisks made it,” Siobhan said. “Maybe it really does transfer the true essence of a being into the new body. Not just a copy. Maybe they understood what consciousness really is and how to move the original. They were supposed to be so amazing.”
“That’s my first thought on it too,” Telisa said “But what if it is a copy? What if the Trilisks were just so different from us they didn’t care? Maybe they were like a hive creature that had no sense of self worth. Maybe they were like ants that would sacrifice themselves without question. Then they would use this technology and happily allow their original selves to die. It could be a philosophical issue, and their perception of it was just radically different than ours.”
“Well, think about it and discuss it. We won’t be making the decision today,” Magnus said. “Keep training. Decide whether you want to accept our offers and work with us. Just know, this is another taste of what’s in store here. We have more surprises for you, but that’s all for now.”
Imanol was impressed.
Wow. If this is what they tell us now, what incredible things do they have in store for someone who’s a full member of their outfit? I need to make sure I don’t screw this up.
 
***
 
Magnus and Telisa lay in a rumpled bed with the lights low. After their playful relaxation, they had started talking about the same thing everyone else in PIT was talking about.
“I’m thinking of it as a copy. Not the real me. And I still want to go ahead with it,” Magnus said.
“Really? Even knowing you’re going to be put in stasis at his mercy?”
“It’s a form of immortality,” he said. “I can create a better version of myself. I face my own mortality. He may not have to. Yes, I’ll be jealous of him. But I also know he’ll let me out of stasis when he get’s back because like me, he’ll feel sorry for the crappier me. Let him live out his life. The new me has forever to look forward to. Why be petty about it?”
“This makes my head hurt,” Telisa said. She thought for a while longer. “But ten years from now, when your selves have diverged…”
“We could prevent moving apart by regular transfer. We’ll merge regularly, and the two mes will always agree on whatever action has to be taken.”
“As your original self gets old and gray, you’re going to always merge?”
“Actually, I was thinking I may not spend much time as my original self until we figure out how to make the original Magnus immortal like my copy. Problem solved.”
“Damn,” Telisa said. “That’s a nice thought. I just hope we’re not making a mess we can’t undo.”
“If you had a twin sister, and an alien kidnapped the two of you and merged you and your sister, averaging between you but leaving both bodies, we would let both of you live. It would be weird, but we’d be used to it by the end of the week.”
“Really? Which one would you sleep with?”
Magnus frowned. “Yes, there may be some new problems.”
“You see where we’re headed?” Telisa said. “Shall we agree now: Magnus2 can only sleep with Telisa2, and original Magnus can only sleep with original Telisa? We forbid any cross-pollination?”
“Ha. Cross-pollination. I don’t know. You’re going to be jealous of yourself if that happens?”
“Yes. They’re going to be better than us, remember?” Telisa said.
“Well, Telisa2 and Magnus2 will have more in common. We could always switch back and forth together.”
“It’s too weird. But yes, I’ll try it out with you.”







Chapter 8
 
Cilreth shook her head in the small, dark room she had prayed up for her work. It felt like the cockpit of a small spacecraft. Dozens of viewpane anchor points surrounded her. To her vision, they were filled with screens and screens full of multicolored status readouts, lists, and code. She had just found an entire new subsystem allowing remote control of Vovokan hardware of which she had been unaware.
Damn. Yet another way into the Clacker for Shiny.
Her designs on the Clacker had been modest at first. She had simply wanted to be able to control basic functions to help out the team, and she had assumed they could always rely on Shiny. But as she delved further into the mysterious world of Vovokan cybernetics and programming, she had been drawn in. Cilreth started to spend more and more time learning about the Clacker until she had accidentally become obsessed with learning all there was to know about it. Magnus had encouraged her obsession in modest ways and implied a need for independence from the Vovokan. Slowly, Cilreth had picked up that Magnus did not fully trust the alien.
The problem was, there was so very much to learn.
At first, she had learned just enough to feel a comfort that had turned out to be unjustified. Vovokan tools had evolved to a point where it was in fact very easy to set up any system she wished by specifying the behavior she wanted. The Vovokan systems could even learn quickly to perform complex tasks and tall orders with staggering efficiency. Cilreth thought she had made good progress. True mastery, though, required her to lift the veneer on the higher tools and look into their base components. Once there, she had fallen down a rabbit hole and had never found her way out.
“Cilreth. Got a few minutes?” someone asked.
“Hrm,” Cilreth mumbled.
She went back to work. The interruption had not really been enough to knock her out of the zone. After a while, various bodily interrupts stacked up until she finally had to move. Her twitch dose was wearing off, her stomach rumbled, and her bladder groaned at capacity.
I ought to get a full V-pod in here for this.
The virtual pods were used for extended stints in virtual worlds. They accommodated various bodily needs so the user could remain immersed in alternate realities for long periods of time. Such a pod could prove useful for extreme programming…
Nah. Even on twitch, I’d crash in twelve hours anyway.
She sent for a sandwich from the Terran mess using a Vovokan delivery system. It refused to bring her the food, since there was no transport sand on the floor between her and the Terranized mess hall. She had just wired through the delivery using one of Magnus’s scout robots when she saw Telisa had left her a message asking for a meeting.
Shit.
“Telisa, I’m free now. Sorry about that.”
“That’s okay. Were you working or playing?”
“Working on Clacker.”
“Wow, you’re dedicated,” she said.
She’s probing.
“I can report to you guys now if you want,” Cilreth offered.
“Report what?” Magnus said, joining the channel. He had a video feed, so Cilreth turned on her own. Telisa followed suit. Her companions looked the same as they always did: sickeningly strong, fit, and in love.
At least they aren’t rolling at the moment.
Current Terran vernacular allowed for the term to cover wrestling or lovemaking. With Telisa and Magnus, either applied with equal validity. They were either training, planning, or loving at any given moment of the day, and half of it was incarnate instead of virtual.
“We have no short-term hope of securing Clacker against interference from Shiny, despite my best efforts. I’m still a child at this. I’ve come a long ways, I feel comfortable handling the Clacker for us, but Vovokan sciences are just… this is going to take a couple of years.”
And about a ton of twitch, she added internally.
“I’m glad you’re so interested in it,” Telisa said. “We need someone we can trust in charge of the ship. You might want to keep the data on your findings for a virtual trainer, in case we get you an apprentice someday.”
“Sure,” Cilreth said.
“Don’t work too hard,” Magnus said. “I don’t know when your next break will be. We don’t know how long it will be before we see action, either.”
“Hrm, I’m playing Shiny next time. I got your back. From way, way behind you.”
Telisa smiled. “Then it’s just us and the new team for the next one…” Telisa said, leaving a fat pause.
“I know you’re waiting for me to mention the robots so you can laugh at me,” Magnus said.
“The noobs still don’t know about Shiny,” Cilreth pointed out.
“Maybe they don’t need to know. Whatever he does, we can just say it’s you back on the ship,” Telisa said.
“They have to know eventually,” Cilreth said. “But the real question is, are they ready? As I found out last time, this stuff is dangerous. And now we know we’re after something nasty.”
“I think they’re ready, but Arakaki and Magnus aren’t so sure,” Telisa said.
“I think they’re young and all hot to go, but yeah, not really ready for this,” Cilreth said. “Neither was I, really, when I went out with you nut balls the last time.”
“We can solve both these problems at once,” Magnus said.
“Really? We’re listening,” Cilreth said.
Magnus leaned forward. “Suppose we create a simulation of the Trilisk ruins on Thespera and put them in that trap. They get to meet Shiny, and it’s all a test. If they make it out of there like we did, then we know they’re ready.”
“Wow, Magnus, that’s a great idea!” Telisa said.
“They might just shoot Shiny dead,” Cilreth said.
“Shiny might just shoot them dead,” Magnus said.
Cilreth nodded. “Let’s do it. I’d like to learn more about that place. What if they don’t succeed?”
“It’ll be informative for us and a learning experience for them,” Magnus said. “We should confer with Shiny on the details. I think he can help you get the simulation going. I don’t mean the programming aspect of it; I mean the depth of what he knows about the complex and himself compared to us. He might even use the prayer device. You could wire him in to control himself if he agrees, since I bet it will be hard to define the behavior module for his avatar without him.”
“You got that right,” Telisa said. “In fact, if you do end up with a module for him, let us know so we can examine it. I’d like to be able to predict his actions.”
“You’re the one who says we can trust him,” Magnus said.
“We can. I’d just like to know more about Vovokans, xeno freak that I am,” Telisa said.
“Let’s see what we can learn,” Cilreth said.
 
***
 
“Shiny?”
The connection request came from Cilreth. She called for him by his Terran name. He had looked it up long ago and understood its origin completely after a short misunderstanding where he thought it might describe his intelligence. In fact, his reflective gold-colored surface had birthed the designation.
“Go,” he responded. It seemed a very popular and efficient Terran response in use on their network. Cilreth paused. Kirizzo wondered if he had responded inappropriately.
“Could we ask you a small favor?”
“Shiny open to negotiation.”
“Oh. Good. Well, we’re setting up a test for the recruits. We want to simulate the Trilisk installation on Thespera where you met Telisa and Magnus. Can you help us? And would you be willing to play your own part?”
Kirizzo immediately realized such as test could prove to be a valuable source of insight into the new team and Terrans in general, as well as give him an opportunity to affect the ranking of the new team members.
“I will accommodate, provide, assist,” Kirizzo said. There was another pause. Kirizzo believed Cilreth was waiting for him to state his terms. “No external trade of services to propose. Intrinsic value sufficient: Shiny wishes to invest, assist, improve training of Terran allies.”
“Excellent. I think you just said this is a win-win. I’ll send you what I have, and we can move from there.” Cilreth disconnected.
Unfortunately, Kirizzo had spent most of his time analyzing the incident with the Trilisk and had been unable to focus on the changes happening among his Terran allies. He reviewed the conversations, training sessions, and behavior records of all the Terrans on the Clacker since the last expedition.
The social dynamic was changing as the number of Terrans increased. Though the Terran society put forward a precept of gender agnosticism, Shiny noted strong gender-related patterns. He noted unusual behaviors shaping up between the males in their training. They worked to establish an unconscious sort of ranking among themselves. Kirizzo remembered something from his previous studies and investigated it again on the Terran network. The term was “pecking order”. Strong Terran males competed for positions in micro societies by testing themselves against each other in both physical and subtler ways. There were many precedents to this in other species on their home planet, especially among phylum chordata, class mammalia.
Of the newcomers, Caden appeared to be the most confident, aggressive. This one had an advanced skillset for virtual simulations of combat and strategy. At first he merely challenged Magnus’s dominance in virtual contests of skill. Finding an advantage there, he would slowly gain confidence and eventually, perhaps over years, come to replace Magnus as the lead male.
Jamie Arakaki, though female, behaved and fit into the tiny society as a male: perhaps a requirement as a warrior in a species where martial traditions had evolved among males before females had taken roles as fighters. Telisa’s behavior hinted that she placed herself in a role of more direct competition with Arakaki than with Caden and the others. Some sort of gender-specific partitioning of competition. Possibly this occurred at an instinctual level, a subconscious drive, since Terrans’ self-proclaimed directive of equality between their sexes would not support such behavior as occurred in the rest of the Terran class mammalia.
Siobhan’s behavior had been shown to be much more like a Vovokan: she was content to follow and watch until she saw her opportunity. Then she became unpredictable, dangerous. Kirizzo felt a warm familiarity in the profile defined by all her actions thus far. She was his favorite.
Shiny concluded the long planning phase. He decided what he needed to do for an optimal long-term picture. Kirizzo would secure his position near the top of the pecking order by decrementing Caden’s self-confidence and perceived rank.







Chapter 9
 
Siobhan sat in a comfortable chair in the simulation room they had set up for virtual training. Siobhan, Imanol, Caden, and Maxsym often came there to train rather than just sign in from their rooms. Siobhan thought her room was incredible for any quarters aboard a starship, but it was nice to leave it and move around the Clacker every day. Real physical movement gave her a sense of health and well-being. She had been cooking up some cool ideas for daredevil stunts in the landing bay where they had first arrived. That kind of space should not be wasted.
This morning, Telisa joined them in person in the simulation room.
Something is up. Telisa did not usually show up in person at this time of day. She looked fit and determined. Siobhan admired Telisa, feared Magnus, and half respected, half hated Arakaki.
“Today we have a special test for you,” Telisa said. “Like a lot of what you’ve been practicing, it’s full virtual. However, the main difference is, the place you’re going to is real. It’s a place that explorers went to, and some of them didn’t make it back. Good luck.”
“What happens if we die too?” asked Siobhan.
“If you die, then you get to watch the others. You can no longer affect the outcome, of course,” Magnus said from somewhere else on the ship.
Siobhan meant what if they failed the test, but she didn’t ask again.
“I’m thinking this is one of those scenarios where we can’t survive; the odds are stacked impossibly against us,” Imanol said.
“Maybe it is. You take the lead, Imanol,” Telisa said.
Imanol made a face.
“That’s what you get for your trouble,” Siobhan said to him on a private channel.
Siobhan felt nervous. But she knew that was only because she cared about the result. She had not cared about anything but revenge on Speronautics for a long time. Siobhan had told Telisa days ago that she wanted to join the team. Her commitment to them was real.
An especially important test. I’ve seen so many amazing things here. This outfit, whoever they are, are people worth working for. And they chose me. I want to make the cut.
Siobhan signed in to the virtual world. The four trainees appeared on the surface of an alien planet. They were in some kind of jungle: surrounded by spiny plants or plant-like things. They were thick growing, dense, and covered in thin needles. Siobhan looked all around while Telisa gave them some background.
“You’ve arrived here to investigate a mysterious power source. You’re here for alien artifacts, but with a time constraint. Get what you can and rally back here for extraction within a couple of days,” Telisa said.
Siobhan tested her legs. The planet felt close to Earth in mass, which meant she felt a bit heavy. Among the plants she saw something more interesting: a ruin. The group stood ten meters from a smooth, gray building. It was as tall as a Terran building of one or two stories and partly covered by the dense vegetation.
She checked her pack’s inventory. The backpack reported holding water, food, three universal power modules, a three-day toiletry packet, a medical kit, and a few survival tools like a mini-shovel and a water tester. A light-duty smart rope was coiled around the perimeter of the pack.
At her belt she had a stunner with an extra charge magazine, two tiny but powerful flashlights, and a long knife. Her suit felt leathery and tough, but it was not military-grade armor.
Why not a Veer suit? We have so many on Clacker. They’re like a religion to those people.
Siobhan looked at the others. Only Caden had a Veer suit on.
What’s up with that? Favoritism?
“Okay, well I think we found the ruins,” Imanol said dryly. “Everyone sharp. We’ll move together this way around the perimeter of this building with Caden on point. Maxsym, watch the way we came and make sure nothing’s sneaking up on us. Siobhan, watch the forest carefully. I’ll be paying more attention to the building side and seeing how to get in there.”
Siobhan looked into the tree-things. They looked jumbled. She saw a few of them that grew on top of some of the others. They were all fuzzy or spiny. But nothing moved out there except some branches swaying in the breeze. These plants were quieter in the wind than the many leaves of a Terran forest.
The group started walking around the building. They turned a smooth corner carefully.
“Well, easier and easier,” Imanol said. A large hole had been put into the side of the building. “Here’s our entrance point.”
Caden went inside to check it out. Siobhan stood on edge, scanning the forest with her eyes and holding her stunner ready. She watched the trees and the ground.
What’s the catch? There’s a catch. I’m not going to be the one to miss it.
“Got something,” Siobhan said. She had her stunner trained on it instantly. Some kind of orange crab-snail in a tree. “Looks harmless,” she added after a moment. She added its location to their shared map.
“No assumptions,” Imanol said. Then he looked at the creature himself. “Poisonous, maybe? Looks slow enough… just keep an eye on it.”
Siobhan watched the thing like a hawk for ten seconds. Then she decided it might be a distraction. It was very tiny. She kept scanning.
“Clear inside,” Caden reported over his link.
“Okay, Maxsym, then Siobhan, inside,” Imanol said. He turned to cover the forest with his rifle. Siobhan turned from the creature and stepped carefully through the jagged hole. The material of the building looked like ceramic or plastic. She saw tall gray shapes inside. Her heart rate increased.
As her eyes adjusted, she saw the inside was dirty. She figured the hole must have been there a long time. The gray hulks had black panes of glass or plastic on their surfaces.
“Alien?” asked Imanol.
Siobhan looked the machines over. They appeared powered down. But still, it wasn’t like any factory she had been in.
Could it be a factory? I don’t think so.
“Yes, alien,” she said. “I’m thinking alien power plant. I see heavy conductors. Or are they tubes? Of course my link isn’t picking any services up. We won’t be able to interface with their machines. We should just try to find some loose artifacts we can retrieve for study. Then we might learn enough to know what to look for next. Or if these heavy banks of equipment are worth taking back with us.”
“This stuff could be Trilisk,” Maxsym said. “I’ve studied them a bit.”
“I saw a show on them once. Didn’t learn a damn thing,” Imanol said.
“That’s because we don’t know much about them,” Maxsym said. “But these devices look like what I saw. No manual controls. Like statues, but with these black plates. I think this is a Trilisk ruin.”
“Should we try to take them apart?” Caden asked.
“Yes, if we can’t find anything better. Check out that huge pipe.”
The pipe sat in the center, with a huge open end. The other end sloped into the ground. It was large enough to allow humans to walk inside. Caden moved in on the pipe as if it were a smart mine. His weapon never wavered as he approached.
“It leads down. Maybe another level,” he said. “We can fit.”
“Scout it out,” Imanol said. “I’ll cover the entrance here. Siobhan, Maxsym, keep looking around.”
Siobhan sifted through the mud on the floor and walked around the dark machines. Whatever they were, the machinery or circuitry was sealed inside. They appeared dirty but undamaged. They had not found anything new by the time Caden reported back on his link.
“I’m on a level below. There’s something very odd at the end of the tunnel. A perfect black hole. Or sphere. It’s so perfectly black I can’t even tell its shape. Flashlight has no effect. I stuck the end of my knife in; it seemed to come out unchanged.”
Imanol walked over to the mouth of the tube.
“You guys, watch the entrance. I’m going to check this out.”
After another couple of minutes, Imanol transmitted, “Everyone down here, please.”
Siobhan looked at the circular pipe entrance. She traded looks with Maxsym.
“What if that thing closes on us?” she asked.
“Well, we walked into the building, didn’t we?” asked Maxsym. “It could just as easily have been a death trap.”
Siobhan felt scared. She unclipped a powerful light and activated it, pointing it ahead.
What if this is a giant water pipe? Or worse? We could be trapped in here, suffocated, swept away… I guess it wouldn’t be open like this if it was for liquid.
The pipe did not seem to have any closure mechanism on the end. Mechanically, at least, it did not appear that it would seal on them.
Who are you kidding? A Trilisk pipe could probably just materialize an end cap like magic.
She stepped into the pipe. It slanted downward and spiraled to one side. Siobhan relied on her light. She told it to increase intensity through her link to help dispel her fear with more light. They joined the others at the end, many meters below the surface. Siobhan saw only blackness at the end, even when she shined her light into it.
“Ideas?” Imanol said. “We stuck a rifle barrel through there, and it came back okay. And Caden stuck his hand through. No pain or noticeable effects.”
“Yet who knows what happens as soon as your brain goes in there. Or all of you,” Siobhan said, verbalizing the worry they all felt.
“I know what to do,” Maxsym said. “Grab one of those critters from outside. Stick one in there and see if it’s harmed.”
Good idea, Siobhan thought, but it’s an alien creature. It might be okay where we might die.
Imanol considered that for a moment and then nodded. “Okay, a sound idea. You and Caden, go get us a small native. I doubt I need to say be very careful. The things could be the danger Telisa hinted at.”
They moved out. Siobhan stared at the blackness. She tried her light on the very edge. Only then, she could tell it was a sphere of black. Perfect black.
“I have a powerful urge to touch it,” she said quietly.
“I know. I allowed Caden to put his finger, then his hand in there. I put a weather reader and a poison monitor in there. No danger signs.”
“You know what? This could be why Magnus spends so much time working on the robots. We need one to send in there,” she said. “Maybe we can cut around this blackness.”
“Maybe. Did you see how thick the pipe was at the surface? It would be quite a delay to cut through it, assuming we even can. Made by Trilisks, after all. We have only a couple days.”
“Yes.”
“We’re approaching it,” Caden transmitted. “Putting it into a bag…” A few moments later, he said, “We have it. Coming back now.”
Siobhan heard noise coming down the pipe as Caden and Maxsym returned. They reappeared with a black sack containing a lump. It moved feebly.
“Did you hurt it?” she asked.
“Nope. Well, I doubt it,” Maxsym said. “It’s very slow. Kind of like a crab, only of course, very odd looking. It has a flat shell that points toward the ground. It was hanging by tentacles from the tree. Sort of like a mollusk sloth, I guess.”
Caden walked to the sphere. He held the bag inside and then pulled it back. They looked inside with flashlights.
“Looks fine,” Imanol said. He hesitated with a desperate look of hard calculation on his face.
He’s trying to figure out if he should send Caden in, since he’s the best fighter, or send himself in so he doesn’t send someone else into harm’s way, Siobhan thought.
“I’ll go in,” Siobhan said. “I’ve done more dangerous things, believe me. And if I’m hurt, you’ll still have Caden to fight for you.”
“Uh,” Imanol said.
“The critter is fine. I’ll be back in three seconds,” she said, stepping forward. “Look, I spelunked in vacuum inside the panel struts of Spero Five for fun. Star diving, atmospheric gliders on Qarlos—you know, extreme sports. I kinda dig danger, get it?”
Is he going to say, “But you’re my responsibility”?
She saw relief on Imanol’s face. He nodded. Caden looked surprised, Maxsym concerned.
So with that, Siobhan walked through the black sphere.
She emerged alive. Even though it was a sim, the moment gave her a slight adrenal rush.
That could have been real. Telisa said they did this for real.
At first, she thought she had died and she was back aboard the Clacker. But the corridor ahead of her, while clearly Terran, did not look like the inside of their mysteriously named spacecraft. It was a simple corridor like those she had seen many times on Earth. There were several branchings up ahead, but no people.
Her link picked up a few services but could no longer see the others on her team. As far her link was concerned, they were just gone. Behind her, the field looked the same as it had where she entered.
“Weird.”
Siobhan walked back through the field. She was happy to see the team waiting for her on the other side.
Maxsym and Imanol looked happy to see her back. Caden looked eager to try it himself.
“There’s a Terran corridor on the other side,” she reported. “Very boring looking. I can’t explain it.”
“Thanks for checking it out, Siobhan,” Imanol said.
“A secret Terran facility! No wonder it’s dangerous. It could be a rogue scientist or a criminal gang’s hideout,” Caden said excitedly.
“No assumptions,” Imanol said. “Let’s take a look, guys.”
They filed through to the other side. Everyone felt the walls, then kicked them and tested the environment in half a dozen ways. Siobhan laughed.
“Kick the simulated walls to see if they’re real,” Siobhan said. The perfection of sims on Clacker made it easy to completely immerse oneself in the exercise.
“Whoever owns this place must have an entrance sensor,” Imanol realized. He set the bag with the alien critter down onto the carpet.
Siobhan stopped to watch Caden. He had his weapon raised. He swept the barrel back and forth, scanning the entrance, then the corridor. He peeked around a T in the corridor. Caden’s body was tense.
“Caden is freaking out,” Siobhan said in private to Imanol. “It’s like he’s a storm trooper going in to assassinate someone.”
“You’re stressing me out, Caden,” Imanol said out loud.
“There’s a reason they chose this scenario, whatever it is,” Caden said. He held his weapon ready. “Not everyone made it out. There’s something dangerous here. We need to be alert. Keep your trigger fingers ready.”
Siobhan tried to decide whether she believed that. It made some sense. Not everyone had made it out, they said. Still, could it be the case that shooting first was not the desired solution?
“If you see people, try to avoid notice. If they see you, don’t shoot first,” Imanol said. He saw Caden’s look of doubt. “As soon as we find out who they are, maybe that order will change.”
“The link services don’t work,” Maxsym said.
“We should have turned our links off before coming through,” Imanol said. “We might have avoided detection for longer.”
“As soon as I went through with mine on, it was probably too late,” Siobhan said.
Siobhan checked her link. A service list appeared, though it appeared different than before. She checked the thermostat controls. The connection hung and then cut out.
“We’re not authorized? But if that was the case, we’d be kept out from the beginning.”
Imanol shook his head.
“I’ve never seen anything… disconnect, now.”
“What?”
“If it’s not working, it must be sick. Some kind of software attack. Which means it could spread to our links. It’s probably already too late. Dammit! That must be the danger.”
Oh? The danger could be a link virus. But could it kill us?
Caden moved forward down the corridor. Imanol said nothing; he simply followed.
“Let’s see what’s in store,” he muttered.
Siobhan walked in third place. Caden reached a door and tried it manually since his link was off. It opened. He nodded at Imanol. They both went through. Their attitude rubbed off on Siobhan. She drew her stunner and covered the corridor, moving just past the door.
Still no people. At any moment they’ll come to see the intruders.
“Nothing in here but some boxes of construction supplies,” Imanol reported. “Glow bars. Wall panels, paint.”
They re-emerged. Siobhan kept her eyes ahead. Caden moved by in a crouch. His movements were smooth yet machinelike. Siobhan followed, this time ahead of Imanol.
Blood Glades champion. But he acts like this is a comic book. Rogue scientists? Criminal gang hideout? Could it really be something like that?
Caden disappeared around the corner ahead.
“Something very strange,” he said. “Wait! I have—”
Boooom. Boooom.
Projectile weapons fire thundered in the corridor. Siobhan hit the deck.
Damn, the shit’s hitting the fan!
She got her stunner into her hand. An adrenaline rush brought her a familiar pleasure.
Time to live again. And try to stay alive.
Siobhan performed well under pressure. She liked having to take steps to stay alive because it made her feel more alive. Knowing she had to get it right or suffer the painful consequences gave her a clarity of function that brought out the best in her.
“What’s our target? Should I flank?”
At the same time, Imanol said, “Caden! What targets?”
“It’s an alien,” Caden snapped. A location pointer came up relative to their position in the corridor.
An alien… wait. Telisa said this really happened.
“Must be a deception,” Imanol said, but he moved to the corner and took a peek.
Boooom.
Caden disappeared from her link.
Siobhan crawled the other way. It looked as if she had a route that turned toward the target from the other side. Maxsym stayed put, waiting for orders from Imanol.
“Caden bought it,” Imanol growled. “Stay put. Don’t move forward.”
“We have to do something. They could be coming around this way, too,” Siobhan said. Maxsym was next to her, weapon ready.
“Retreat the other direction. After me,” Imanol said. Siobhan got back up and followed Imanol down a turn in the direction opposite Caden’s. Maxsym stayed right behind. They ran down a corridor, took a quick left, and went to the end of a second corridor. Then Imanol opened a door, and they filed into a long, narrow room with lockers on one wall.
“Locker room. But won’t they find us quickly?” Siobhan whispered.
“There was something weird back there. I think this office adjoins a Trilisk ruin. The corridor connected to some sort of cave. But it had weird machines in it. Or in the walls. Very alien looking,” Imanol said.
“They said this place was real,” Maxsym said, echoing Siobhan’s earlier thoughts. “A real alien? Wouldn’t we have heard about it?”
“Well, there was the Seeker,” Imanol said.
That got them all thinking.
“This is a hell of a test. The last thing I expected was to be holed up in a locker room.”
“Okay, we keep moving. Find someone here. Interrogate them,” Imanol ordered.
“They may have died. Or fled whatever it was,” Maxsym said. Siobhan nodded.
“This way,” Imanol said. He had a compact projectile weapon ready. Siobhan was reminded of her inferior equipment. She kept the stunner ready.
They left the locker room by another door past some showers. Siobhan expected a gym, but instead they found only a long meeting room with a fancy wood table.
“My mapper says something is screwy,” Imanol said. “There’s supposed to be a corridor through here.”
“Yes, my map says that too,” Siobhan said.
“Me too,” Maxsym added.
 Imanol walked over to the wall. He knocked on it.
“The wall is thin. But no hidden door. Besides, wouldn’t we have noticed this table across the way?”
“It’s part of the test. They’re screwing with us,” Siobhan said.
“Telisa said this place is real,” Maxsym complained.
“Maybe it is,” Imanol said. “Let’s face it, something weird is going on. A human facility in Trilisk ruins. And Caden thought he saw an alien. Now the layout is screwy.”
“Maybe we’ve been drugged,” suggested Maxsym.
Imanol nodded. “Or our links are sick. But they couldn’t make us hallucinate, could they?”
“It’s not possible with conventional links,” Maxsym said. “They can make you unhappy, but we would be able to tell what’s real.”
“Well, maybe someone figured out a way to make it worse,” Imanol said.
“We may not be able to find the exit,” Siobhan pointed out.
Imanol led them in the direction of the black sphere that had brought them in. The rooms had changed, but they relied upon their link maps to find the same spot. They found a big waiting room with body-molding chairs.
“The exit’s not here,” Imanol said, stating the obvious.
“A trap. An alien trap,” Maxsym said.
“I want to check around the corner we just came from,” Imanol said. “I’m guessing it’s different?”
They retraced their steps. Within twenty meters, things were already different than in Siobhan’s mapper.
“That’s it. Nothing is stable here. This whole place just changes around when we’re not there,” Imanol said.
“Then what can we possibly do? It’s only a matter of time before the alien shows up again and shoots us,” Siobhan said.
Imanol shook his head. Then he knocked on the wall again. Suddenly he put his fist through the wall. The thin panel shattered. He pulled the pieces free. Siobhan saw an airspace beyond and then the other side of the wall. Carbon struts ran up either side of the panels, holding the wall up.
“It’s typical low-weight construction,” Imanol said. “Nothing heavy duty. We can go right through it.”
“But the exit’s not here anywhere. What good does it do to go through walls?”
“The floor may not be as easy,” Siobhan said, stomping her foot. The floor felt solid enough.
“Look, this stuff shifts around,” Imanol said. “We don’t want that. We want stability. To know what’s going on. The best way to do that is to eyeball as much of it as we can. Find the biggest room we can, then start taking this place apart. So far it only shifts when we can’t see it, right? So we take down these crappy walls and watch as much as we can.”
Maxsym nodded. “Sounds like an interesting experiment.”
“We don’t even know who owns the place and we’re going to wreck it? Ha. Okay, sure,” Siobhan said.
They walked through three rooms and found a cafeteria. Long tables sat in four rows before a glass-covered food bar. The bar was empty, nothing more than rows of white bins. Some had covers and heating controls. It looked very normal. Siobhan saw some vending machines in the corner.
“Start with that wall,” Imanol said.
Siobhan dug in. The wall was cheaply constructed, little more than plastic panels affixed to carbon struts. A few wires and pipes ran through the spaces between the walls. The panels were light but tougher than they looked. It took a swift kick to crack one. After a few false starts, Siobhan found it was easiest to break one panel and then pull the adjacent ones straight out of the wall by grabbing an edge.
They cleared the first wall quickly, and then another. After a break for food and water, everyone faced a wall and removed still more space. At times Siobhan found herself laughing inside at the futility of dismantling a flimsy Terran complex under an alien ruin, but what was the alternative? Wander endlessly through a shifting maze of corridors devoid of people?
“Whoa, look out!” Imanol suddenly called out. Siobhan drew her stunner and whirled toward him. Large red robots sat in a room beyond the wall Imanol had been working on. Siobhan’s breath caught as she saw them, but they did not move.
“Oh. Some kind of fire station,” Imanol said more calmly. “Sorry about that.”
Maxsym laughed briefly, releasing his tension.
I can see why they freaked him out, Siobhan thought. Those red robots looked mean at first glance.

She turned around and cursed.
Half the space they had cleared was gone. A long, smooth wall cut their circular swath in half.
“What? Oh, dammit!” Imanol said as he realized what had happened.
“It reclaimed the space in the few seconds we all stared over here at the robots,” Maxsym said. “All it takes is for us to not be looking, I guess.” Siobhan heard the defeat in his voice.
“I wish there were still four of us, one for each direction,” Imanol said. He sat on a chair they had harvested from one of the rooms they had dismantled.
If this were really happening, if Caden were really dead, how would I feel about that? Siobhan asked herself. Would I be ready to call it quits and run home?
Maxsym sighed and looked out over the shreds of wall they had left in their wake.
“What is that?” Maxsym asked. “A terrarium?”
Siobhan followed his gaze. She caught a hint of green.
“Let’s check it out,” she said.
I’ll watch what’s left of our… space,” Imanol said. Siobhan could tell by the sound of his voice he also thought it was probably futile to keep removing walls. As soon as they looked away, hours of work could be wiped out.
Maxsym led Siobhan over to the green spot. Siobhan saw a small spiny plant. It looked like those on the surface.
“Just some small…” she started. There was no plastic surrounding the tiny bit of mossy dirt and plant. Her eye caught some movement. “Careful!” she snapped, but Maxsym had already seen it. He drew a long knife and bent aside one of the branches of the spiny plant.
“One of those creatures,” he said. “Like a mollusk with a flat shell. Its skin looks dry, though. Probably toughened against the spiny plants. Are those antennae or manipulators? Amazing.”
“This isn’t a normal terrarium. What holds it here? It’s melted into the floor.”
Maxsym stood and stared. Then he smiled.
“This place shifts around when we aren’t looking at it,” Maxsym said. “It shifted into something Terran beyond this creature’s sensory range the same way. Get it?”
“I don’t follow. You mean it’s trapped here like us?” Imanol said.
“Yes, before we arrived, it had its own little world,” Maxsym said. “We came along and took over the space around it. Now it’s trapped. This maze, or whatever it is, the Trilisks must have built it to create a suitable environment for us as… experiment subjects, or maybe guests. Limited by our range of sight.”
Oh, wow, Siobhan thought. We’re like mice in a maze here. And Maxsym sees it immediately. I underestimated him.
“How could we get out?”
Maxsym shook his head. “I don’t know. Close our eyes, maybe? Close our eyes and move around… not sure that would accomplish much. Remember, though, Caden saw a cave. That’s related.”
Siobhan was surprised again.
“It was the alien thing’s environment,” she said slowly. Maxsym was so sharp!
Imanol had regained his resolve.
“We can try again,” he said. “This place may have a maximum size. Maybe we’ll find a real boundary.”
“Or maybe it’s huge,” Siobhan said.
“Yes. We try one more time. See what the limit is. If we hit a cave, we retreat.”
They resumed their clearing work. She thought about what might happen if they all closed their eyes and moved around. Would a wall shift while they touched it? She also thought about the thing that had killed Caden.
That other creature must be key, Siobhan thought as she worked on another wall. It’s here for the danger element. Wait, but this isn’t a designed exercise. Telisa said this was real. So it is just here, but not for any reason that has to make sense as a training exercise. And PIT has all that alien technology… so they killed it, or made friends with it.
Siobhan stopped working on the wall.
“Bathroom over here,” she called, walking down the corridor.
Imanol looked then nodded. His face held some concern, but he could hardly argue with the utility of the appearance of a convenient bathroom. Siobhan walked down the corridor and kept going. Her mapper kept track of her route, though she knew it would probably be near useless if she wanted to find her way back. Everything out of sight would have changed by then.
Her walk revealed more of the same scenery they had been faced with since arrival: endless hallways, offices, supply rooms, and even some hotel-like sleeping quarters.
Siobhan did not stop. And she was not looking for a bathroom. After ten minutes of walking, Siobhan came to a gap in the world.
A large cave beckoned ahead. The corridor emptied into it as if the cave had been created by acid eating right into the building. Clean, fine sand covered the floor of the cave. The walls were irregular but smooth and glistening.
What do I do? Just announce myself?
Siobhan considered her stunner. To an alien, it might be seen as lethal. She dropped it in the sand. She pulled her knife and dropped it too. Her thoughts of approaching the alien that had obliterated Caden made her pulse pick up. She felt the thrill of fear and smiled.
I’m still alive.
Siobhan continued through the weird caves. She entered a second one, and a third room. Then she caught a glimpse of gold. Something complicated and very alien.
“Whoa,” she whispered. At first she had the idea of some golden Asian statue, like an image of a thousand-armed deity she had seen in vids. Then it moved, spinning around to face her. But it had no face, at least not like anything she could recognize. It had dozens of gold legs, like some kind of giant insect.
This is what killed Caden.
Her heart slammed in her ribcage. She took in a deep breath. Now this was a real rush. Like the catapult stunt on Speronautic’s new planet.
Still alive. I’m still alive.
Siobhan took a hesitant step forward and then decided to wait. The golden creature stopped, too. Siobhan realized there were metallic orbs flying around it. They looked like Terran grenades in flight.
A real alien. Telisa said this really happened!
“Hello? You don’t understand me, do you?”
There was no answer. But the creature stomped its feet like an impatient bull ready to charge. Siobhan stared at it in awe. A real alien. The spheres orbiting it and some obviously artificial silver rods along its body showed it was tool using. Advanced tool using.
Do something.
Siobhan stomped her right foot in the sand, mimicking its movements. “Do you know how to get out of here?” she asked.
 
***
 
When Siobhan exited the simulation, she smiled wide. The others were there—Imanol, Maxsym, and a very glum-looking Caden. He had just watched the rest of his team walk out of the Trilisk environment alive. Imanol and Maxsym’s giant room, together with Shiny’s devices and Siobhan’s help, had managed to overload the generator so they could escape.
“Caden. What happened with the golden creature? Did it attack you?” Siobhan asked.
“I saw a big cave. Very out of place. There was a golden creature there, very weird looking. When I acquired it on my rifle, it started to move very fast. I saw something flying through the air at me. I thought it was a grenade, actually. At that point, I had already acquired, and I gave the fire command to my weapon.”
Caden did not sound apologetic.
Well, he did have to make a split-second decision.
“He was ready to pull the trigger from the instant he arrived,” Maxsym said.
“If we’re not ready to defend ourselves, we’ll die out there,” Caden said.
Magnus appeared, walking toward them. Siobhan waited to see what his feedback was on the shooting.
Will Magnus praise him or cuss him out? And Arakaki?
“Okay, you all know more or less how you did,” Magnus said. “I’m going to discuss your performance with my peers before giving my opinions. In the meantime, you can chat with a friend of mine.”
A golden creature entered the far side of the room on cue.
“Frackedpackets!” yelped Siobhan involuntarily as she recoiled in her chair.
Caden leaped to his feet. Imanol and Maxsym just stared and looked very worried.
Magnus smiled. “Recruits, meet Shiny.”







Chapter 10
 
Telisa watched the simulation as a passive, invisible observer with Magnus as their recruits signed into the test. The initial progress of the team went well. Telisa could tell Imanol and Siobhan were being very cautious. Maxsym remained his usual self: withdrawn. When he did speak, he showed signs of genius.
There’s more to Maxsym that meets the eye.
She spotted trouble with Caden early. The simulation champion treated it just like a combat game. This would be useful at times, but he was too trigger happy at other times.
Although given the stuff we’ve been through, maybe trigger happy is right as often as wrong, she thought.
Eventually the inevitable contact with Shiny came. Caden’s aggressive lock-on and battle readiness alarmed Shiny. Caden actually shot first.
In reaction to the spheres? Or in reaction to seeing an alien?
Telisa frowned. “Ouch.” Caden’s death kicked him out of the simulation.
That wasn’t really his fault. But it happened just like before, she thought.
“Boom,” Magnus said.
Caden shifted, then stood. He walked over to Telisa and Magnus where they sat, monitoring the team’s progress in the simulation.
“What, I died?” Caden asked.
“Yes. Watch the others now,” Magnus said.
Caden clenched his jaw and took a link feed of the simulation as an observer.
“What the hell was that thing?” Caden asked. Only Telisa and Magnus could hear him now.
“An alien creature,” Magnus said.
“There’s no way they’ll survive it. I barely even got a couple shots off.”
“We’ll see,” Telisa said.
“Cilreth is watching too?” Caden asked.
“Yes, but she didn’t feel like coming down incarnate,” Telisa said.
Caden watched the rest silently, obviously uncomfortable to be the only one out of the simulation. As Shiny worked with Siobhan to escape, aided unknowingly by Maxsym and Imanol, Telisa saw the conclusion coming and sent Caden back to the others.
“Take a break. We’ll discuss the results and speak with you later,” Telisa said. Caden walked back to the adjacent testing room and joined the others as they emerged from the simulation.
Magnus and Cilreth signed out of the simulation. Telisa shrugged. They joined a channel to talk things over. Arakaki was on the channel, too.
“Could have been worse,” she said.
“Yes. It was interesting to watch,” Cilreth said.
“Did Caden act correctly?” asked Magnus.
“What’s correct?” Telisa said. “I wonder, did he fire in reaction to the spheres? Or just because he saw an alien?”
“The attendants stayed in orbit around Shiny. They didn’t come toward him,” Magnus said.
“The failure is just what he needs,” Arakaki said. “He has to be learning. He never could have become the Blood Glades champion if he didn’t adapt his play—or in this case, his actions—to adjust when he fails. Believe me, he’ll come back stronger than ever.”
“Shiny, what did you think of Caden’s performance?” Magnus asked. Telisa sat up. She had forgotten Shiny was a real participant. Or at least he had put in a bit of work in simulating himself for the program.
“Potential is high. Reflexes, intelligence, motivation excellent. Suggest limiting, controlling, minimizing Caden decision-making power at this time.”
Telisa smiled. “Shiny says he’s green.”
“Well, he is, in an odd sort of way. A simulation champion, but green at this,” Magnus said.
“Siobhan?” asked Cilreth.
“Yes, her results were good, but she cheated,” Magnus said.
“What?” Telisa asked.
“She went in there because she knew it was a test. She suspected we work with an alien, and she decided it might be part of the test. She did it almost for fun, knowing she wasn’t really risking her life.”
“She doesn’t have the balls to do that in real life,” Arakaki said.
“Exactly,” Magnus said.
“Well, you’re both wrong,” Cilreth said.
“Why?” asked Arakaki.
“Siobhan’s a daredevil. An adrenaline junkie. She does that kind of shit all the time just for fun.”
“She hasn’t shown herself to be that much of a daredevil in training,” Arakaki said.
“She knows she’s being watched, judged, measured. And she’s had enough of the negative feedback from the authorities to know we could disapprove. So she’s holding back.”
“Then she’s more the calculating type, not showing us her real nature,” Telisa said.
“It just means she really wants to work with us. She doesn’t want to screw it up,” Cilreth said. “But trust me, when she gets comfortable, she’ll do crazy things. Her record is full of stuff like that.”
“Are you in favor of her or against her?” Magnus asked.
“In favor,” Cilreth said. “She’s well suited to dangerous life. A lot more so than I am. She’s what you need, not a coward like me. She’s one for the front line.”
Telisa smiled at that. Not a coward. Just smart and cautious.
“Maxsym did really well to figure out the part about how the place worked, based on the critter,” Telisa said. “His mind caught it so quickly.”
Magnus nodded.
“He’s smart, but no commando,” Arakaki said. Her tone showed it was criticism in her view.
“We don’t all need to be combatants,” Cilreth pointed out.
“True for you, Cilreth, backing us up from the ship. But he’s hitting the dirt with us, isn’t he?” Arakaki said.
“We’ll see,” said Magnus.
“Imanol, then?” Telisa said.
“He took a different approach with the changing complex,” Magnus said. “And it happened to work in his favor. By creating that large room, they helped Shiny even though they weren’t aware of it. I think that was just luck, though. He struck me as competent but not brilliant.”
“I’d rather have Imanol in charge of an expedition than Caden,” Cilreth said.
“I’d rather have Magnus on top,” Arakaki said.
Telisa scowled at the innuendo, though Arakaki probably could not see her. Now she’s screwing with me.
“Imanol is good, and he’ll get better,” Magnus said, covering any awkward silence before it could squat long.
“So we tell Caden what?” Telisa asked.
“Tell him he screwed up by dying. That’s it,” Magnus said.
“You know, I feel bad about that. There are aliens we’ve met, and probably new ones we’re going to meet, that you would want to lock your rifle on and shoot first, ask questions later,” Cilreth said.
She must be recalling that creature that attacked her.
“You’re right. But this test isn’t one hundred percent fair. Neither is the universe,” Magnus said. “I don’t intend to criticize him on the specific act. In this time, this place… that got you killed. Somewhere else, who knows? Before Shiny allied with us, he had, shall we say, an aggressive defense.”
“Yes,” Telisa said. “Locking your weapon on him was enough to elicit a lethal response. He says he didn’t have enough guardian spheres working by that point to ensure his safety from Terran projectile weapons. He had been hunted there by robot enemies and was barely able to survive. Then that space force guy attacked him. It was all just unfortunate.”
“I thought we were making excuses for Caden, not Shiny,” Arakaki said.
“I say they’re all through,” Cilreth said.
“Yeah,” Telisa and Cilreth agreed. Arakaki was silent.
“Then we need to see what they want to do about the Trilisk copies.”
“Let’s go ask them.”
Telisa and Magnus walked out to see the recruits face to face. Cilreth showed up from elsewhere on their heels. It looked as if Shiny had already left. Telisa looked at their faces. They all looked more eager than ever before.
They’ve seen a live alien. And that excites them all.
“You’re all in, if you still want to be,” Telisa said. Siobhan pumped a fist. The others smiled.
“I wanted to ask you your decision about the superior copies. Let’s just go through one at a time. Tell us what you’ve decided and why.”
Telisa pointed at Caden. He spoke reluctantly.
“I don’t like the idea of going into stasis while another me runs around. But I thought about what will happen. Suppose a new me goes on the expedition, learns and sees some cool stuff, then comes back and merges with me. I’ll have the memories of it all. I’ll feel like it did happen to me. I won’t even know the difference. With those memories inside, I’ll feel like it was me out there. And I don’t risk death. So I vote yes. At least this first time out.”
“Siobhan? What have you decided?”
“Yes.”
“Reasoning?”
“Because I can,” Siobhan said. “And the world needs more of me.”
“Imanol?”
“Yes. I don’t want to slow the others down. And it seems prudent.”
“Maxsym?”
“Yes.”
“Any thoughts?”
“The universe can use another copy of my genes,” he said. Despite the similarity to Siobhan’s playful statement, coming from Maxsym it sounded very different, more serious.
Telisa nodded. “Fair enough.”
Magnus cut in.
“How about you, Telisa?”
“Well, I thought about it long enough to be scared of the consequences. And I came to the initial conclusion that this requires more thought. However, we’re headed out after a very dangerous creature. Some of us could very well die, maybe all of us. And having a backup is just too good an option to pass up. So I vote yes.”
“And I vote yes as well,” Magnus said. “Because this is so dangerous, and my new self is supposed to be better.”
“Okay. Shiny’s going to begin the procedure,” Telisa said. “Promise yourself now: if we find a way to upgrade your old self, we’ll take it. If we can engineer immortality into our originals, we will. Until then, we merge periodically. Or we can ping-pong between versions. What we learn about the process might affect our decisions.”
Everyone nodded.
They all agree. But I think they all feel the same uneasiness I do inside.
Telisa took a deep breath and shook it off.
It’s just something new to us. We’ll all be used to it in a few weeks.
 
***
 
Kirizzo entered the supersedure chamber on the secret base late at night by his allies’ clocks. A quick ping verified all their positions and states. He would not be interrupted. He placed a box of equipment beside him on the sand in the large, well-lit chamber. Around him were hundreds of the tiny computation blocks his kind used to create machines. The room hummed with power.
Kirizzo interfaced with the Trilisk AI. He pictured in great detail exactly the steps required. He was taking great risks; the prayer had to be as specific as possible, even though there were many things he did not understand about the supersedure devices. He had deceived his Terran allies to some degree: it was true he did not know how to tinker with the supersedure devices. But using the Trilisk AI, he hoped to be able to make special use of their powers.
For a normal supersedure, a body was copied. Then the mental state of the source mind was uploaded, translated, and placed into a new host. The original was kept in some kind of stasis, ready to receive the result when the switch was reversed. Kirizzo envisioned all these as separate steps, even though he did not actually know if the device had been engineered to do things in this order, or as separate steps at all.
He prayed for a supersedure into an artificial Gorgalan body that would last one hundredth of a second.
He felt only the slightest blip of consciousness. Nothing seemed to have changed.
Kirizzo used the AI again. This time, he pictured his body copy. He wanted to see it, to examine it.
One of the columns dropped and displayed his copy. He looked at the golden creature wrapped around itself in the column containment field. Though his consciousness had been copied back into his original body, with virtually no changes, he felt that the body before him must have very similar state: its microarchitecture was almost identical to his own.
Kirizzo withdrew a sophisticated weapon from the box next to him. He raised the weapon. He prayed to the AI: bring the copy forth. Out of the stasis field.
Kirizzo2 emerged from the column. He staggered, then stood. His mind, once freed of the stasis field, must be resuming function from its last state. Kirizzo1 activated his weapon. Kirizzo2 instantly stiffened, paralyzed.
Kirizzo1 reached into the box again and withdrew a small black sphere and a long, thin spike of metal. He rolled the small black sphere into the implantation spike.
Many such devices had existed on his home world. In a society where temporary cooperation was difficult to obtain, and permanent cooperation impossible to find without extensive enforcement, the technology was common. In order to ensure continued cooperation, an instant and fatal disincentive had to be applied to another Gorgalan. This would guarantee that switching from cooperative mode could never be optimal for the implanted individual. The tiny explosive device was placed into the body, turning the target into a permanent ally. Terrans might well call the implant a slave sphere.
The implantation spike penetrated the integument of Kirizzo2. The slave sphere rolled into place along the spine. Once in place, the sphere integrated with the nanomachines there, becoming a part of the Gorgalan’s internal network. Policing it.
Kirizzo1 ran a test diagnostic. The sphere reported full function. It provided Kirizzo1 with the generated codes necessary to use it. Kirizzo1 wiped out his old authorizations on the base, the Clacker, and the Thumper, resetting them with generated keys only Kirizzo1 knew. Finally his attention switched back to the Trilisk AI. He set up the prayer screen to lock Kirizzo2 out. Kirizzo2 had to be prevented from using anything Kirizzo1 did not grant him.
Kirizzo1 produced his stun device again. Reversing the setting, he canceled out the spinal interference that was paralyzing Kirizzo2. The implanted Gorgalan regained his feet and regarded Kirizzo1 directly.
“I believe we understand each other,” Kirizzo said to his copy in Gorgalan.
“Yes, master,” Kirizzo2 replied.







Chapter 11
 
Caden had thought of himself as fast for years. Fast reacting, fast moving, fast thinking.
I had no idea what fast was before.
He sprinted across the wide-open bay deck of the Clacker. His acceleration was so hard that it ripped up his sticky-soled shoes. Every few days he had to ask Arakaki for more pairs. He was not sure where she was getting them, but they looked just like the ones he had from Earth. He kept asking for stronger materials, stickier treads, and better fasteners. As he neared the end, he vaulted—first a somersault, then springing sharply upward off the deck with his arms. Time seemed to move slowly. He had time to think on every motion as he soared through the air for one or two seconds. He spun gracefully to land on a platform above.
“Woohaaa!”
He took a deep breath. His new body required a lot of oxygen to work. And it felt really good. No warm-up. No soreness. Just command and response.
In training, both virtual and real, he had become fast enough to bat aside subsonic projectiles, defeat the targeting of many security robots by performing outside the human envelope, and move past security cameras so quickly a normal observer of the feed might simply think they were imagining things.
This is so cool. I’m so much better now! This may not be the space force, but I’m in for some amazing experiences.
If there was a downside to Caden’s new condition, it was only that he was not used to using his full abilities. He had been slowly ratcheting up his actions in the simulations with the others, moving faster, jumping farther, performing more feats of strength or agility.
The entire team had been transformed. As the Clacker moved to their unknown destination, everyone strove to master their new capabilities with him. Yesterday, Siobhan had ripped a training android in half in frustration over a jiu jitsu move she could not master. Even Maxsym expressed appreciation at physical training for the first time. He was a near-sedentary recluse experiencing the talents of a natural-born athlete for the first time.
Imanol seemed quieter to Caden. Brooding. Worried.
Caden’s link clock announced 0800 ship’s time. He signed on to an exercise organized by Magnus as he ran to the common room. He challenged himself. Caden sped through the corridors and rooms of the Clacker. At a sharp turn, he leaped into a wall and rebounded off it to make the next corridor. He arrived at his destination in nine seconds.
His sudden arrival startled Siobhan, who had already arrived, but once she saw it was him, she only smiled. He sucked in vast quantities of air and tried to cool off.
Magnus connected with them from elsewhere.
“Today I’ll introduce our soldier robots and familiarize you with working alongside them,” Magnus said. “I sent you all pointers to the basics last night. Any questions up front?”
I wonder if he’s just checking to see if we all reviewed the information, Caden thought.
“How many do we have for use?” Maxsym asked as he arrived in the common room with Imanol close behind.
“Twenty to bring, with twenty in reserve. If necessary Clacker can produce hundreds more given a day or two.”
“Why not bring all forty?” Caden asked.
“We will if it looks dangerous right off,” Magnus said. “Some of them may need to defend our base camp. But long story short, we don’t need to show our full strength right away.”
“Do they coordinate with the scouts?” asked Siobhan.
Magnus smiled. “Yes, they do. Mostly only for targeting information, though. They don’t really involve the scouts in attack plans unless I tell them to. That should only be for desperate situations, since the scouts are a lot less powerful.”
Caden nodded. Though it was fun to participate in simulation contests like Blood Glades, he knew in the real world, robots had front-and-center stage when it came to combat. They were faster, tougher, and expendable. Though since the body switch, he felt as fast as a robot himself.
Magnus’s robots were hardly military grade. But having them along would help make him safer. Caden knew that intellectually, but somehow he still felt self-reliant, probably from the Blood Glades competitions. He had to keep reminding himself, soon it would be for real.
“First up,” Magnus continued, “travel across unfamiliar terrain to a given destination accompanied by the soldier robots. Upon engagement, you must quickly assess: Do you want to break off under cover of the expendable robots, or assist them fully in an engagement you believe you can win? Remember, the purpose of the robots is to protect you, and if necessary, to die in your place. If it looks bad, you break away and ditch the robots to slow any pursuit.”
Everyone nodded and connected to Magnus’s artificial world through their links.
“You’ll each get a crack at team lead. Caden’s up first,” Magnus’s voice said.
A chance to redeem myself.
Arakaki had spoken with Caden privately. She said she understood what happened in the test and backed him. But she had made it clear: real life was not Blood Glades. So he had to apply the same skills in new situations. Not everyone was a foe. Not everything was a trap.
Caden opened his eyes in the simulation. The Clacker’s sims environment was as good as ever, and so was his link. The fidelity of the experience was excellent, but Caden could still tell the difference. Knowing you were in a virtual world was more about what you did not feel than what you did. The virtual environs were smooth, more vanilla than real life: you usually did not feel aches and pains unless from something you had done since it started; you would not get an itch in your nose unless it was from some factor the designer had added; you would not see as many random, meaningless things as in real life. In a sim, things had clearer purposes and understandable sources. Everything was just somehow cleaner than real life.
In his preparation for the space force, Caden had read books written by veterans about the differences between simulation and real-life action. One of the most colorful ones he had seen said, “In a simulation, you’re never in the head taking a dump when the attack comes”.
The four recruits stood on an alien planet. The terrain was rocky. Low hills of sharp red rocks rose on either side. Patches of ridiculous-looking plants dotted the area. The things had bamboo-like stalks rising two or three meters to suspend round clumps of green hairlike material.
Caden could not see very far because of the terrain and the trees. He accessed the mission data. Their destination was a bunker, only a few kilometers across the surface.
“Everyone see our destination? That bunker,” Caden said. “We’ll give our best effort to reach that. If deterred, we come right back here. If we meet trouble and get split up, head to either destination at your own discretion.”
So what can our new abilities get us? Need to think differently now. Things have changed.
Caden leaped straight up. He cleared an extra two meters, seeing just over the tops of the plants. He could see they were blocked by a small copse, not a forest. He landed carefully on the rocks.
“Wow,” Siobhan said. “I have to try that.”
“Unnecessary,” noted Maxsym. He dropped to one knee. “You can see past them simply by lowering yourself. There are no clumps near the ground.”
Caden felt irritated at Maxsym. “I was experimenting with new abilities. We have to discover new possibilities our increased strength and speed allow. If we’re afraid to try something out and look silly doing it, we’ll restrict ourselves out of habit without even realizing it.”
Imanol nodded. “Yes, our bodies are trained to our old limits,” he said condescendingly. “We should try to push ourselves and see what we can do. Doesn’t mean you have to turn your brain off, though.”
Caden’s irritation at Maxsym evaporated.
At least he’s not as annoying as Imanol.
Imanol picked up a large rock and heaved it away. It flew several meters before bouncing along the ground. “This is close to Earth gravity? We are strong.”
“Not as strong as robots,” Maxsym pointed out. “We could be remotely running robots, and be safe back at home.”
He likes to poke holes in things, doesn’t he? Caden thought.
“True, but if our connection is scrambled, then we lose,” Siobhan said. “Or at least, we would have to fall back on the robots’ isolated response algorithms.”
“We have ten robots,” Caden summarized, choosing to ignore the conversation. He flicked through their vision feeds in his personal view. He settled on a bird’s-eye display that integrated what they all saw together and left that pane in focus in his PV. “Destination to the north.”
“That way,” Maxsym pointed.
“Should we rip though it?” Siobhan asked.
“No, we should be cautious,” Caden said. “Let the robots lead the way. I’m sending them forward. I’ll put one behind us, just in case.”
Did I really just do that? Caution. Hrm.
The robots headed out. After a couple of minutes, everyone else started forward across the sharp red rocks. Caden had three of them scouting one hundred meters out, with another line of three at fifty meters and the last three at ten meters. He could see the closest three ahead of them when they cleared the first copse of alien growths. He could see himself in the vision of the trailing robot, so he knew it stayed within sight of the group.
Each of the machines had several sensor mounts for a full sphere of vision, but watching the feeds that way overwhelmed even Caden, who, being the youngest, had the newest link and a strong visual cortex trained since birth to process vision from more than just his eyes. He flicked through the forward vision cones of the lead robots and tried to keep the entire view field of the rear robot in his head. It was difficult.
The team also relied upon their master tactical view, which combined everything they had seen so far into one integrated model, with color variations to show freshness of information. Caden’s tactical provided a great overall picture, but it did not focus specifically on what was happening each instant, so relying upon it too much could get him killed.
They traveled across the alien landscape for almost five minutes before a red object appeared in Caden’s PV. It was an enemy highlighted by a scout on his tactical pane. At the same time, a projectile launch cracked through the alien trees.
Bang.
“Everyone down. Form a circle,” Caden said. The others rushed to comply. From their kneeling position, everyone could see around the thin stalks that surrounded them. Their weapons pointed out in all directions like a spiny beast ready to defend itself.
“Anything? Any more of them?” asked Siobhan.
“Negative. The shot was from our own. Soldier Five sees something, just one. Forty meters to the right of our planned path,” Imanol said.
“I think it’s a native life-form,” Maxsym said. “Some kind of long, reddish snake or tentacle.”
“Okay,” Caden said. “It attacked Five, but it seems to have been put off. It probably wasn’t expecting its prey to be metallic. I’m putting two soldiers between us and that thing. We’ll continue, slowly.”
“Got it,” Imanol said. Caden waited until Soldier Four joined Five a few meters from the snake creature.
They moved smoothly around the creature. Caden did not even think it was much of a threat. But it was an unknown, and his mission was to reach the bunker.
He expected the trouble would deepen, but it did not. They left the creature behind and picked up their pace again. He started to second-guess himself.
Why wasn’t that more trouble? Have I overlooked something?
Caden knew the first challenge of the day tended to be the easiest. He decided it was just that: a warmup exercise. By the end of the day, Magnus would have dragons diving out of the sky at them.
It was not long before the next event.
Boooom.
The crack of a supersonic projectile echoed across the rocks. Soldier One went offline.
“Someone shooting at us this time,” Caden said. The shot had not come from any of his machines. “Soldier One is down.”
The other soldiers moved in on a wide spread toward the spot on their left where the machine had been destroyed.
Boooom.
Another distant shot rang out. Soldier Four was damaged. The robots had not managed to sight any sniper.
Boooom.
He heard another report. They lost another soldier machine.
Whatever it is, we can’t see it. Their range is better than ours, or their ability to hide is good.
Caden checked his overview map in a PV pane.
We’re close to our destination. Hard choice here.
“We break off and head straight east,” Caden transmitted. “We’ll take an indirect route. Quickly! Let the robots win or lose this fight without us.”
“What if we meet more of them?”
“Retreat if the new route is blocked. We’ll head back to the ship instead. Time to break out the speed as you suggested earlier.”
Boooom.
The team sprinted off to the east. Their new bodies moved very well. Caden felt a bit clumsy because his new legs ate up meters with every stride. He started to leave the others behind.
Slow down. They haven’t been practicing their sprints on the Clacker like you have.
He turned to wait. Maxsym was in the rear, though even he moved far faster than his old self could have. Siobhan tripped over her long legs but recovered by rolling three times and landing on her feet. Her suit kept the sharp rocks from cutting her skin.
“Still two robots left back there,” Caden said. “Turn north now. We’re almost there.”
Boooom.
The team sprinted in the new direction. Siobhan was in the lead, running gracefully now. As she approached a patch of native plants, a reddish snake-thing struck from among the green clusters. It darted down, heading straight for Siobhan’s head.
Siobhan grabbed the creature by one end in a flash. She pulled it around her, whipping it in a circle with a quick twist of her body, and sent it flying over the trees. She laughed.
“Too slow! We’re so fast and strong I bet we could fight security robots with our bare hands!”
“That would be Magnus,” Maxsym said.
“What? He’s not here.”
Maxsym shrugged. “Archaic reference. Never mind.”
“Enough! To the bunker!” Caden urged. He was in the rear now, looking for any signs of pursuit. They ran for another long minute across the rocks, making incredible time.
I want them to stay low, Caden thought. He ran ahead to take the lead. Follow me, keep a low profile.
They ran through a draw, almost at the bunker. They just had to climb up a short cliff and they would be there. Caden knew they would be in the open. From the bottom of the cliff he jumped up, covering half the distance of the rocky wall in one shot. Then he found a narrow ledge and waited, weapon scanning the horizon.
“Go, go!” he urged. The others hit the cliff and started climbing. When they were three quarters of the way up, Caden gave up watching and started climbing. He half expected to hear the crack of a projectile weapon, but none came.
At the top, Caden saw the bunker less than thirty meters away.
“This is it. Pile in,” Caden transmitted. He led the charge for the ramp. Then his eye caught a glint of steel. “Stop!”
The halt was almost comical. Maxsym and Imanol tried to stop quickly, but they simply crashed instead. Their new bodies were too fast, and no one had experience with a quick stop. Caden stood silently and kept talking over his link.
“Grenade at the entrance. Someone’s been here.” The others spotted it: a small metal sphere tucked away beside the door, just inside the entrance.
“Lucky the grenade didn’t have a camo shell,” Imanol said.
It would have in real life. Magnus is just taking it easy on us first time today.
“This bunker has been compromised. It’ll take time to get in,” Maxsym said. “There could be more than one booby trap.”
Caden nodded. “There’s no one in there, though,” Caden said.
“How do you know?” Siobhan asked on the channel.
“The bunker has surface defenses. But they haven’t shot at us. We’re sitting ducks.”
“As soon as they realize it’s just us four, they might start shooting,” Imanol said.
If they are in there, we could attack now and catch them by surprise with our speed. If they aren’t, we might walk into more booby traps.
“Storm it?” asked Siobhan.
“No. I’ll kill the grenade. Then cover close to the entrance. We’ll do a scan and see if anyone’s inside.”
Caden shot the grenade with his rifle.
Boom… Brammmm!
It saw the round coming and exploded just to spite them. The door of the bunker was so sturdy the grenade did very little damage. They ran up to the entrance.
Magnus’s voice broke into the environment.
“Caden, what’s your thinking on the bunker? Why the slow approach?”
“If someone was in there, we’d already be dead. They left us some traps. No point in rushing in there.”
“Good job. Your robots stayed behind to cover your escape, just what they’re for. Next one is harder. Siobhan, you take the lead on this one.”
Caden smiled. Of course Magnus would make it challenging before the day was over, but Caden felt back on track.
Good results. I can do this. Just like everything else. I’m going to excel at it.







Chapter 12
 
“Arrival at destination, endpoint, terminus imminent.”
The buzzing voice of Shiny interrupted Imanol’s study of the robots PIT used for expeditions. Their machine intelligence seemed very mainstream for Terran robots, but some of the raw physical specifications were impressive due to the integration of Vovokan technology. It struck him as an odd combination of tame civilian robotics with an infusion of amazing alien capabilities. However, Imanol felt Terran military robots were more impressive. The weapons hardware carried by the PIT machines had relatively low firepower, and they had no armor. A real space force assault machine could put a man-sized hole in an armored bunker from ten thousand meters. And that was the unclassified kind.
“What’s the planet like?” he asked. Imanol rose from the comfortable chair in a near-empty room of the Clacker. A faux view of space was anchored on one wall, making it look like a giant window out onto the void.
“No planet located. Approaching artificial environ, shell, habitat.”
Shiny forwarded a pointer to incoming scanner data. It was all too raw, and Imanol had to struggle with it to understand.
“Is there going to be a fight, Shiny? Do they have weapons?”
“Probable, likely, possible,” the alien buzzed in his link.
Its odd speech patterns certainly help identify the speaker as nonhuman, as well as the buzzing voice, he thought.
“Why the buzz in your voice? Was that your idea?”
“Historical accretion, convention, tradition.”
“And the use of multiple words with similar meaning?”
“Compensating for, mitigating, amortizing inaccurate, fuzzy, approximate translation mechanisms.”
“Why don’t you just speak like us?” Imanol complained.
He could probably just pick one of the choices at each juncture and speak normally. But I guess it helps to remind me he isn’t human.
“Compensating for, mitigating, amortizing inaccurate, fuzzy, approximate translation mechanisms.”
“You broken there, bud? You said the same thing twice.”
“Function is within acceptable—”
“Yeah, got it,” Imanol grumbled. It just was not any fun needling this one.
The scan of the space habitat came up in Imanol’s link. He saw the habitat, though the amount of information was still overload. He got a message from Magnus.
“Everyone, prepare your gear and come to this bay. Unless the habitat starts shooting at our ships, we’ll be investigating soon.”
“Magnus is calling for the team,” Imanol said. Funny, I’m chatting with this alien. Treating it like a human. Does it think anything like us?
“Do you work with Telisa, Cilreth, and Magnus because… you’re lonely?” asked Imanol. “I remember you said your race is scattered now, from a war.”
“Mutually beneficial relationship,” Shiny replied.
With a Terran, a terse reply means he’s reluctant to share. With an alien, who knows?
Imanol abandoned the room and went to his personal equipment cache. He felt excitement mixed with a healthy dose of fear. Like in his previous life when he was hired to spy on a dangerous person. Now, though, he felt more like a marine hitting the breach. At least they had the machines to go first.
He arrived at the cache room. It was a personal vault he had asked Magnus for. He grabbed backpacks of gear. He was already wearing his Veer suit. He grabbed a twenty-round projectile pistol, a ten-shot laser pistol, and a five-shot stunner. Then he grabbed two knives and sheathed them in receptacles on the outside of his thighs.
Imanol had been training hard. He could not shake a feeling of unease with his new abilities. He kept picturing the real Imanol sitting asleep in some Trilisk tube somewhere, unaware that his life had been stolen. Imanol felt glad he was the superior copy, but with that secret sliver of relief came a heaping of guilt.
I’ll give him a fair shake, Imanol promised himself. I’ll trade back and forth with him, or maybe even fix him up when we figure it out. By the tentacle! It’s so easy to forget the original me because it feels as if I were the original. I remember everything that has ever happened to me.
Imanol knew in real life, things seldom worked out cleanly. He was just glad to be the one out and around, and at the same time knowing his real self would be equally unhappy to be the one entombed indefinitely.
He arrived at the common room and found his teammates were there except Telisa and Arakaki.
Magnus waved at him. Imanol nodded and sat down. Imanol respected Magnus and Arakaki. They were the only ones smart enough to ignore his trolling.
“Here you go,” Magnus said. Two grenades rolled over to Imanol, so he grabbed them and put them into a convenient pocket in his pack.
“As you know, we’ve arrived at the site of our next endeavor. Naturally the question is, what the hell are we doing here?” Magnus said.
Imanol nodded, as did Maxsym. Siobhan and Caden just watched intently.
“On our last expedition, we were exploring Trilisk ruins. We found the supersedure devices there. We were also shocked to discover that a Trilisk had lived there for a long time, in the body of one of the natives.”
Magnus paused to let that sink in. Everyone was so amazed they did not say anything for fear of delaying more information from Magnus.
“The Trilisk had been hunting Terrans on the planet in its native body. One by one, over the course of weeks. And it killed several more people exiting the scene. Then it eluded us by means unknown. We’re here to track it down. Failing that, I’m curious why it came here. Even if we don’t catch the thing or grab any of its toys, wherever in the galaxy a Trilisk wants to go… I’d like to check it out.”
Imanol looked at his companions. Maxsym looked concerned. Siobhan and Caden were simply excited.
Two sappy kids ready to go camp out, Imanol thought.
“Trilisks are way beyond us in technology, or at least they were when they were around. Isn’t it folly to chase one?” Imanol asked.
“Maybe,” Magnus admitted. “What are your thoughts? If the Trilisk came here, don’t you want to see what this is?”
“We’ll be like mice chasing a cat in a running factory,” Imanol said. He saw no reason for optimism.
Caden’s eyebrows went up. Siobhan looked happy.
“Why sugarcoat it? This is crazy,” Imanol said.
“The habitat may not be Trilisk,” Cilreth said. “The planet it came from was deserted by Trilisks long ago. This may just be another… ‘host’ site. If the Trilisk is alone, with limited supplies, it may be catchable.”
“Shiny, any comments? Does the habitat look Trilisk in origin?” asked Magnus.
“Negative,” Shiny answered in the link channel. “Building materials different, inconsistent, distinct from known Trilisk construction.”
“Have Vovokans encountered the like before?”
“Negative.”
“Did you retrieve any samples from the Trilisk?” asked Maxsym.
“No. It switched from a native body into a human one, then escaped mysteriously.”
It switches bodies. Of course. Like we did using its technology.
“It switches bodies?” asked Caden.
“Yes. I don’t know if it was a tourist or a scientist or what, but it has changed bodies. I don’t know what an original Trilisk looked like exactly, but they were trilaterally symmetrical, of course—three legs, three arms, three… faces.”
Three faces? Sounds even creepier than Shiny.
Imanol’s link received a picture of a man.
“That’s the Trilisk’s last known appearance. By this time, who knows?”
“Then how can we find it?”
“Shiny, again,” Telisa said. Imanol looked around. His link told him Telisa had joined the conversation as she approached the periphery of their meeting. “He says the Trilisk has some signature cues he can pick up with the Clacker and our scouts. Unless it has learned to mask itself.”
“Learned to mask itself, or bothered to? It’s a Trilisk, after all,” Maxsym said.
Magnus shrugged. “It’s dangerous. We’re taking risks here.” Telisa walked into the room and picked up her grenades from Magnus.
“So how do we get into this habitat?” asked Siobhan. She had not lost any enthusiasm. If anything, the prospect of danger simply fueled her on.
“Cilreth and Shiny are looking at that now,” Telisa said. “We’ll head over and get ourselves in through a door or portal of some kind. Failing that, we can try to cut our way in.”
Imanol realized sheepishly that Cilreth was not present. She had not shown up much, in person or in training. Magnus had told him she was their half-pilot, half-cybernetic expert, studying the alien technology they had found.
“The Clacker has some smaller ships that can take us over,” Telisa said. “They have the ability to protect a pocket of atmosphere in a small space between ships. If there’s an airlock, we can access it that way.”
“Why do you say if there’s an airlock?” Caden asked.
“This is an alien place. Maybe the inside isn’t even pressurized. Maybe it’s just a giant robot. Maybe they teleport themselves inside instantly. We just don’t know. I’m just hoping for an airlock,” Telisa said.
Imanol nodded.
That just serves to bring the point home: so much we don’t know. The thing we do know is that Trilisk is dangerous. And we’re going in after it.







Chapter 13
 
Maxsym carried two ridiculously heavy packs to the bay. His new body was amazing. He had taken some samples of himself to study, but it would take more time than he had before the expedition. He could tell from a coarse examination of the tissue there were significant cell membrane and mitochondrial modifications. He had almost dared to ask if he could skip the trip and stay back to analyze the changes that had been made to them. In the end, it did not seem like a request the PIT leaders were likely to grant.
Maybe after I’ve proven myself to them, I can take a role as researcher. Surely they need someone to analyze and understand some of the biological treasures they’ve come across.
He had lugged one extra pack just for collecting samples and specimens. The prospect of examining random alien life excited him more than the idea of hunting a Trilisk. In fact, given any opportunity, Maxsym planned on staying back and studying local fauna rather than going after the advanced alien. They had told him bad things about it, but it seemed a distant threat. And if it was running, that meant it posed even less of a danger.
At least he had his brand-new portable analyzer. He found its appearance in his gift box very mysterious but still intended to utilize the device to its fullest extent. Sadly, the alien Shiny had declined to allow Maxsym a sample of its body tissue. He did not blame it—but felt acute disappointment at the lost opportunity. The creature was more than amazing. After coming out of the boring simulation test, seeing the alien had been a high point of Maxsym’s life.
Maybe I could ask Shiny for some primitive life-forms from his planet to study?
But Maxsym was headed into alien territory right now. He wished it were a planet and not a space environ. Still, he figured there had to be odd new life-forms inside, even if he only had a few domestic creatures to choose from. He could even settle for an alien corpse or two.
Their shuttle sat inside the bay when he arrived. It looked alien. Vovokan, he corrected himself. Unlike the rest of the Clacker, it had apparently been made by Shiny. It resembled a fat beetle with two long protrusions extending from the sides and two more at angles toward the front. He could not guess their purpose. Magnus, Caden, and Siobhan waited out on the open floor. Maxsym headed for them.
“Finally,” Caden breathed. Maxsym assumed this meant he had taken too long. But Siobhan only smiled.
“Have everything?” she asked.
“We’ll find out,” Maxsym said.
“I don’t think this station is Trilisk in design,” Cilreth said, walking into the bay. Maxsym turned his head to look. Telisa walked beside her. Maxsym saw something odd. He blinked.
There is a… there are several things floating around her. Telisa too.
“Shiny agrees with you,” Telisa said. “But as we’ve found out, the Trilisks come to many places inhabited by non-Trilisks. Apparently sometimes in secret. Whoever lives here may not even be aware of its presence.”
“Okay, I have to ask, what are those things circling around you?” Maxsym asked. “We have flying grenades now, too?”
“More presents,” Magnus said. “We’ll pick ours up soon enough,” he said. On cue, a squad of flying spheres entered the room and headed toward them. Jamie Arakaki walked up to the group from another direction. She looked packed and ready to roll. The spheres paired off and started to orbit each of them.
“Should I be nervous about this?” Caden said, looking put off.
“These are Vovokan attendant spheres,” Magnus said. “Trust me, you want these things around. They’re very useful toys. Think of them first just like the flying eyes we used in virtual training. You can send one ahead and integrate its sight with yours in combat.”
“And then?” Siobhan asked.
“And then, know that they’re much nicer than the flying eyes,” Arakaki said. “They serve as bodyguards. Each one can intercept incoming rounds and defeat them. They can ward off hostile animal attacks, administer basic first aid should you be rendered unconscious, and a list of other useful things. You can thank Shiny for them when they save your ass.”
“Can we trust these things?” Siobhan said.
“That is a matter of some debate,” Arakaki told Maxsym on a private link channel. Siobhan and Caden looked at Arakaki, but Arakaki was not looking back. Maxsym surmised Arakaki had only sent the message to the new recruits.
“Yes, you can trust them,” Telisa said aloud. “Shiny has had opportunities to save or kill us all, and he’s saved us many times.”
Interesting that not everyone sees eye to eye on the Vovokan stuff, Maxsym thought. But in a way that’s good. If everyone were all sunshine about it, I’d become paranoid they were under alien mind control. But that makes no sense because if they were, I’d soon be the same.
“He wants to hunt this Trilisk as well?” Maxsym asked.
Can’t we just study Shiny?
“Yes,” Telisa said, though it looked as if she held something back. The group walked to the shuttle. Magnus led the way around back. For some reason, Telisa and Cilreth broke off and went toward the front.
Maxsym saw an opening in the back. He walked up a very Terran-looking ramp and stepped into the alien craft. The inside was smooth, devoid of many features, and spacious. He flopped heavily onto a low chair that was nothing more than a metal pedestal. He noticed the others were perched awkwardly onto similar pedestals, which were arranged in pairs.
Vovokan, I suppose… at least they have chairs at all. I bet many aliens don’t.
“Is this the cargo bay?” he asked.
Siobhan only shrugged in reply. She looked a bit stiff. Maybe nervous? She clutched a long rod of metal with a thick end like a mace. Maxsym recognized it from some of their training VRs as a shock baton.
Siobhan is ready to fight. Maybe I should be thinking more about the alien we’re hunting and less about my studies.
He glanced at his own weapon, a ten-shot projectile pistol with a one-shot stunner under the barrel. He didn’t even know where his extra magazines were.
Caden sat across the wide space, about five meters away. He looked eager, thrilled. He smiled at Maxsym. Maxsym smiled back, though he did not feel there was much to smile about just yet.
“Action at last,” Caden transmitted. Maxsym saw the message had been sent only to him, Siobhan, and Imanol.
Imanol and Magnus piled into the cargo space.
“The gang’s all here,” Telisa’s voice sounded through Maxsym’s link.
“Then we’re ready to hit it,” said Magnus.
They sound like it’s a wartime invasion.
“There are still no signs of… resistance?” asked Maxsym.
“Nope. We can’t see anyone or anything on the surface or near it,” Magnus said.
Maxsym expected some kind of door to close behind him, but instead the shuttle simply lifted off the surface of the bay silently, except for the clang of the discarded ramp. He looked questioningly at Magnus. The man shrugged.
“The ramp was makeshift, just for us,” he explained. “Some Vovokan tech keeps the air in here. The same thing we will use to connect to the habitat.”
Magnus sounded calm. Maxsym resolved to simply not look out the back of the shuttle. He felt his heart rate increase uncomfortably.
The shuttle lurched up and then accelerated in a direction parallel to the bay outside. The door remained open. Maxsym accepted a video feed from the shuttle and watched as they left the Clacker. An enormous gray sphere started to grow in his view.
Amazing. And I thought the Clacker was huge. This has a diameter over thirty kilometers!
“Shiny found us a door. We’ll be there soon,” Cilreth transmitted. Maxsym just sat tight and ignored the gaping hole that felt as if it would suck them all out of the shuttle any second.
They kept approaching the huge space habitat. It dwarfed the shuttle. Maxsym felt as if they were landing on the planet from some of the views being piped in. Finally, some surface features started to resolve into details: small domes and dimples in the surface. They approached a dimple, and it grew into a depression in the surface the size of a coliseum.
The shuttle settled into the dark hollow of the station. He saw the gray material obscure the open doorway, making him feel safer for a moment. Then Maxsym heard a sound like escaping air. His heart accelerated as he felt a slight wind go by, but the pressure remained normal. A large square formed by breaks in the surface lay outside the shuttle.
Some kind of door. A large door.
“What now?” Siobhan asked.
“We find a way in, or cut our way in,” Magnus said. “Soldier bots first. Then the scout bots. Finally, us. It’s a big station. And we have no way of knowing if the Trilisk is still here. But if it is, this is going to be rough.”
Maxsym realized he had not seen the robots when they loaded up. He assumed they must have loaded themselves earlier into some other compartment. He caught sight of movement.
“The door is opening,” Caden said, bringing up his weapon.
“Shiny is opening the door,” Cilreth said. “He didn’t figure out the code, but he… knows how to create a wire where there is no wire, apparently. Some kind of way to complete a circuit without a solid conductor… he routed energy directly to the opening mechanism, bypassing the lock altogether.”
Siobhan looked amazed. “He didn’t even have to touch it,” she said. “I need to learn that one.”
Maxsym started again as he caught movement from the corner of his eye. Four soldier bots unfolded from the wall beside him. They marched forward, jumped out from the shuttle, weightless, and then clambered into the habitat. Two scout machines followed suit. Maxsym half expected something violent to happen, but everything remained quiet. Then he realized he could not hear the clanking of their feet any longer, either. The air exchange barrier blocked any sound from coming into the shuttle.
Magnus must have noted his behavior. He sent a private message.
Stay calm and with us, Maxsym. You’ll be okay.
Maxsym nodded. He took out his air systems and prepared to select one. A scout robot sampled the air. He knew they could not have mixed the atmosphere in the station with the shuttle air yet.
“Looking at the atmospheric profile, the system says we should take a shot before going in there,” Cilreth said. “Maxsym, does that look sane to you?”
Maxsym received a pointer to the air analysis. He looked it over for a few seconds.
“I concur. A bicarbonate blood stabilizer should be sufficient,” he said. “That is injectable BC309 in these standardized kits. Feed your kits the atmosphere profile, and they should formulate that if working properly.”
Maxsym put the complicated air systems back and grabbed his medical kit. The air was close to breathable for Terrans: all the more convenient for their search. He sent his kit the correct injectable through his link. It emitted a clear plastic ampule for him. He took the light blue vial and connected it to an injection port on his Veer suit underneath his left arm. He felt a light snap and then detached the empty container. The others were busy doing the same.
“Pressure is matching; give it a second,” Magnus said. They waited in silence for a long minute. Maxsym shuffled his items and decided without the atmosphere packs, he might be able to take only one pack in for now. He sorted what he had, building a pack to discard. Then he finished and looked up. He caught the end of a strange look from Siobhan.
So they find me odd. Fine.
The sound changed. It became fuller, with a whisper of wind. Maxsym caught the sound of metal clacking against ceramic.
Magnus walked through into the habitat. Caden was on his heels. Siobhan followed eagerly. Maxsym and Imanol looked at each other a moment. Telisa tromped past them to go in. Imanol followed her, so Maxsym was the last to walk in.
Maxsym’s usual calm dissolved as he absorbed the scene from within. He floated weightless through a short tunnel of ceramic. The light grew brighter as he advanced. The tunnel led to an open square area the size of a large house with the bright light of day shining down on it. Once inside, he got pulled to the side by an invisible force. The others had decided that was “down” and started to walk again. Maxsym rolled to his feet.
The others were moving about. Maxsym’s attention was on the “sky”. It was filled with hundreds of… floating buildings of gray, red, and green. The sky buildings looked jagged, composed of sharp angles. Their surfaces held many round plates Maxsym assumed were windows. It was hard to discern their size, as he had nothing to judge by. The sky was otherwise light bluish-gray. The houses were evenly spaced, seemingly out to infinity, though Maxsym knew the habitat was of limited size.
This is all real.
Maxsym felt slightly manic. He looked all around within the cul-de-sac for signs of life. Everywhere he looked he saw only the smooth gray walls of the outer hull of the habitat, devoid of anything that looked natural. Caden scouted the perimeter of the depression. Maxsym did not see the scout robots, though the four soldiers remained nearby. The Blood Glades champion grabbed a rope to scale the wall at the edge of the open area. Maxsym realized the scouts must have sent the ropes up to climb to the top.
As Caden cleared the top, Maxsym noticed his friend looked very bright. The color of his dark Veer suit suddenly flickered white.
Magnus seemed alarmed by the change. He trotted over toward Caden. Caden just looked confused.
“It’s a huge white plain,” Caden said. “Oh. I think I’m sitting on the sky.”
Caden dropped back down into the depression. Suddenly Maxsym felt pain spike in his ears. The atmosphere in the area popped.
Vacuum!
“What’s wrong?” Siobhan transmitted.
“We’re losing pressure!” Arakaki said simultaneously.
Maxsym instinctually crouched as if under direct physical attack. He closed his eyes and covered his ears with his hands. Other members of the team expressed their astonishment in link transmissions, but Maxsym stopped listening in a moment of panic. Then his brain started to work again.
My Veer suit can help. It’s trying to help.
Maxsym removed his hands. A thin cover slipped over his head and pressurized. Maxsym opened his eyes. At first everything was blurry. Then the cover’s pliable material solidified into a perfect faceplate he could see through. His ears still felt wrong, but he could vaguely hear the sounds of his own movement. He noticed a semitransparent wall had closed over the depression, sealing them in.
“Everyone okay for the moment?” asked Magnus. Maxsym sent a nonverbal assent code.
“I’m going to try a grenade. I’ve told it not to detonate toward us, but move back toward the lock anyway,” he said. “If it doesn’t work, we should load back into the shuttle and use the robots to figure this out.”
Maxsym gladly moved back toward the portal to the shuttle. Magnus finished programming a grenade and let it loose. The device unerringly whizzed up into a corner of the depression under the clear material and attached itself in the silence of the vacuum. Maxsym saw shrapnel fly into the sky on the other side in a silent ballet. Then the atmosphere came back. More sound returned with it.
“Is the habitat losing pressure?” Telisa asked.
“No. No, this area was losing pressure when the wall closed over us, but now it has stopped. The opening to space has been closed.”
Maxsym calmed. Telisa and Magnus were so matter-of-fact about the incident. Not exactly placid, but they were not rattled.
“Did we screw up the lock seal?” asked Siobhan. “We did force the door, after all.”
“No, the seal stayed tight here,” Cilreth transmitted. “Some other pathway out was opened for a while.”
Maxsym looked around and realized Cilreth was not with them. He decided she must be back on the shuttle, or even back on the Clacker.
“It was a trap,” Caden said. “Something sealed us under that glass and tried to suffocate us.”
No one replied immediately.
“I tend to agree,” Arakaki finally said. “The Trilisk got here first. It must have set a trap for us.”
“How would it know where—oh, or maybe it programmed all the doors to do that,” Imanol said.
“Let’s move into there,” Telisa said.
“The grenade made a nice hole for us,” Caden observed. He walked under it. “Wait! The hole is getting smaller.”
“Self repairing? We’d better hurry, then,” Arakaki said.
“But then we’ll be trapped on the other side,” Maxsym pointed out.
“We’ll blow another hole in it if we have to,” Siobhan said. Caden climbed up to the edge as he had before.
“The light comes from the plain above and all around us,” Caden said. “Is it safe?”
“The scouts say it is. Not any worse than ordinary starlight,” Magnus answered.
Caden crawled through the hole. The rest of the team followed.
When Maxsym climbed to the edge, he told his Veer suit to withdraw his hand coverings. He carefully waved his naked hand out over the edge of their tunnel. The light felt vaguely warm on his skin. He felt the metal of the lip of the tunnel. It felt cool. Below his body temperature.
“Not too hot, of course. Pretty efficient,” Maxsym said. “I can only assume this is light similar to that of their natural star.” He climbed out and stood upon the lit plain. Looking up, he agreed with the previous assessment: they stood upon the vast lit plain that served as the “sky” of the artificial environ.
Once the last team member walked onto the lit plain, the covering over the depression below withdrew.
That was scary. And strange. If that thing set traps for us, it will be hard to identify the dangers in such an unfamiliar place.
Siobhan stared up at the floating buildings with Caden.
“How will we get up there?” Siobhan wondered aloud.
“We could jump,” Caden said jokingly.
“We’re strong, but… I doubt it,” Telisa said.
Caden jumped.
“Noooo!” he exclaimed as he shot away into the air.
No way! He isn’t that strong!
Caden kept flying upward rapidly. Maxsym could see the trajectory wasn’t changing.
“The artificial gravity is localized to the inner surface,” Telisa quickly summarized.
“Whoa!” Caden said as the distance between them continued to grow.
Caden slowly tumbled end over end as he flew away. Suddenly a long cable shot out and latched onto one of his legs, sharply stopping him. Maxsym heard Caden’s grunt from the sharp stop.
“You’re welcome,” Magnus said. The smart rope had been shot from one of the scout robots. It had secured its leg against the hole they left in the pane that snapped shut over the entrance. It started to pull Caden back to the surface of the “sky”.
“If that happens to any of you, remember the attendants. They might be able to boost you around,” Arakaki suggested.
“Well, what now?” Telisa asked.
“We can put a few smart ropes together and shoot them over to check out that one,” Magnus said, pointing at one of the floating buildings. Three scout robots moved over toward the edge. Maxsym assumed the machines acted on Magnus’s link commands. They joined smart ropes together for a minute as Maxsym watched. He kept scanning the air above for any signs of birds or other life. He did not spot anything.
Caden made it back to the lit plain. He dropped back into the gravity zone on all fours like a cat. Maxsym heard him exhale in relief. Siobhan laughed.
“Looked like fun,” she said.
Finally a scout shot a smart rope over to the floating target. The smart rope stuck, and then it moved like a long worm, finding a purchase somewhere on the surface. The robot clasped the rope and headed out. Suddenly it looped out of control, spinning around the rope again and again. The machine slowed its spin by letting one leg entangle to brake against the rope as it got wrapped. Then it released the leg and resumed its progress forward.
“They can work in zero-g,” Magnus said proudly. “It just took a second to compensate.”
Maxsym wasn’t impressed. Nature had evolved much more amazing and graceful creatures than this clumsy metal mimic. The robot was just a cheap toy, a convenience.
The machine reached the far side. It approached the floating island. Suddenly it crashed into a platform. The machine picked itself back up and sat firmly on the flat surface parallel to the platform the Terrans stood upon.
“Artificial gravity over there as well,” Arakaki noted. “Or at least some kind of attractive mechanism.”
“So we can just jump over there!” Siobhan realized gleefully.
She wanted to jump from the moment she saw Caden fly away. Her idea of an extreme sport, I suppose.
“Whoa, hold on there,” Telisa said. “You realize if you’ve made a bad assumption, you could fly through a gravitized zone and fall… well, all the way to the bottom of the gravitized corridor.”
“Let’s grab some of the quick chutes from the Clacker, then,” Siobhan suggested. “I know we have some. I’ve been daydreaming about being able to take a sky dive since I learned we had them.”
Telisa shook her head. “You assume there is air everywhere in here to fill your chute. Shiny could make a vacuum corridor with his fields; maybe the Trilisk can, too. You would still fall and die.”
Magnus just smiled. “Yes, but that sounds like an unlikely event.”
“I’ll send a robot to retrieve some chutes from the shuttle,” Arakaki said. “Or it can head back to Clacker to grab them. But let’s assess the lay of the land before we start hopping around like a bunch of flies.”
Siobhan seemed satisfied. She actually started to hop lightly, as if warming up. Caden grabbed her arm.
“It’s easier to break free than you might realize. At least with our new bodies it is.”
Maxsym’s head felt a little weird. He had thought it was his ears, perhaps damage from the drop in pressure. He took a pack off his back and held it up. It felt light. He knelt, feeling the pack grow heavier.
“Yes,” he said. “The gravity field here isn’t too deep. Our heads are lighter than they should be!”
Maxsym held the pack up over his head. It became almost weightless. He let his pack float above him while he unzipped it. Imanol laughed as he saw Maxsym working. Maxsym took out a collection of tiny motile spheres with legs.
“What are those things?” Telisa asked.
“Insect collectors,” Maxsym told her.
“Well… okay, I guess. Does it work in a gravity-free environment?”
“The leg tips are designed to stick so it can climb a wall like an insect,” Maxsym explained. “It was designed for variable gravity environments, but I admit, not really zero-g. Couldn’t hurt to try though. I have several, and we can lose one or two.”
Magnus nodded. “Give it a toss. You might miss this nearest building, but I guess it would float on until it landed on one.”
“Oh. I was going to release them here.”
Siobhan shook her head. “Looks very clean here. I don’t imagine any bugs around. But you never know. They may just be hiding.”
“What if the bugs here are intelligent? You would be capturing another sentient being,” Caden said. Maxsym analyzed Caden’s tone and decided he was joking.
“That also seems unlikely,” Magnus said. “Go ahead.”
Maxsym let one go on the bright ground. Then he looked back toward the houses above. He gave one of the collectors a sharp toss. It hurtled away.
Everyone else headed for the line. It became clear to Maxsym they were going to climb up.
“Do you think we will accidentally pull the building down?” Imanol asked.
That would be crazy. But I guess this place has to break at least a handful of assumptions we’re likely to make.
“I doubt it. We’ll find out,” Magnus said.
Siobhan had held back near Maxsym. “They don’t have to do that,” she said. “They can just jump over.”
Another scout headed over toward the house above. Magnus looked at the scout for a moment as it clambered over on the smart rope.
He’s conferring with it, Maxsym thought. And he doesn’t like what he sees.
“Hrm,” he mused. “Uhm, I’m going to have to alter some programming. I didn’t foresee this kind of gravitational mix. The transition is confusing for them.”
Maxsym noticed the others were quiet.
Of course. They must be looking at the building.
Maxsym brought up a pane in his personal view and selected the feed from the scout they had sent over. The machine had somehow found its way inside. The directions were confusing. The crazy architecture was not helping, either. The machine stumbled here and there. The artificial gravity pulled it in different directions as it moved about.
The inside of the building was filled with a stunning array of items. Maxsym could not identify a single thing. Junk of all shapes and sizes lay about, pieces as small as insects and devices the size of small cars. Maxsym could not even tell “up” from “down”, and judging from the scout’s clumsy movements, it could not either. It was like the lair of a mad scientist, except Maxsym felt at least he would recognize half the equipment of a Terran mad scientist.
“The gravity actually shifts in there,” Magnus said. “It’s causing some problems.”
“What a collection of stuff. Can we actually figure out what all those things do?” asked Siobhan.
“A fun part of the job,” Telisa said.
The scout’s view focused on a large black plant. Maxsym was immediately fascinated. It did have certain similarities to a Terran plant on the surface, but he saw it was in fact very different. He did not see any single stem or root. Instead, several thick stalks radiated outward from a central mass. The “leaves” were small but thick, like a Terran succulent.
“This is an interesting plant,” Telisa said. “It looks familiar.”
“It looks something like a dense black vine, but I assure you it is something else entirely,” Maxsym said.
“Blackvines?” Arakaki said over her link. “Yes, I know those! Blackvines, from Chigran Callnir Four.”
“Where?” asked Maxsym.
“A planet from a previous expedition. I don’t remember seeing any,” Magnus said.
“They were hard to spot,” Arakaki said. “Usually out of the light. It’s definitely the same thing!”
“Could that be a Trilisk?” Siobhan asked suddenly.
“No, I believe they looked similar to the three-legged robot we found,” Telisa said. “Or they look, I mean. I guess some are still around.”
“Still, very interesting this thing is here as well as on Chigran Callnir,” Magnus said. “They may be connected somehow to the Trilisks. But there were none of them in the Trilisk tunnels.”
“And now we have one here,” Telisa said. “Come to think of it, these don’t look anything like the other plants, the stalks with those dumb green clumps. Perhaps the Trilisks bring these with them. Spies? Pets?”
“It could be a plant native to this place. Or the home planet of whoever made this place. Brought to Chigran Callnir by Trilisks?” Imanol wondered.
“We’ll find out,” Telisa said.
Maxsym was glad to see the other team members wondering about the plantlike thing. He did not want to go hunting for the Trilisk just yet. The longer that took them, the happier he would be.







Chapter 14
 
Cilreth had learned long ago that when faced with a monumental task, it was well worth an investment of time and effort to get the right tools up and going first. It sometimes felt like a delay or a sidetrack from the goal, but on a large job, it decreased total time to the goal.
Understanding the Clacker was one of those tasks.
She was able to put only about ten hours of concentrated effort into the task every day. And her health was suffering already. Twitch, overwork, and no exercise did not play well with someone her age. She needed a boost. The supersedure process crept back onto the table for her, as having a superior version of herself might get past a lot of obstacles.
Pondering having a copy of herself reminded her of virtual cloning. Within the most daring of companies, which Cilreth had sometimes contracted for, the practice was called ghosting. Superstar scientists and engineers sometimes used virtual copies of their minds to work on problems while they were asleep or even while they went on vacation. The virtual copies would grind away on a problem and then deposit summaries of their work. Artificial intelligences could also be used, but that was more typical of government process. For the UNSF, it was more about having intelligent minions that could be ordered to do whatever the space force needed. With bright engineers it was handier to have a copy of themselves that shared the same background and vision.
Cilreth took a day to use the Clacker to scan and copy her mind. As she progressed, she wondered why she had not tried it earlier. With the enormous amount of computing power available on the alien ship, she could run an army of Cilreths. Doubtless there would be a great deal of duplicated effort, but she looked forward to the report to read every morning on her virtual discoveries. Perhaps the Clacker could filter out duplicate information and compile some kind of summary for her.
“Shiny?” she transmitted.
“Within range. Listening, waiting, receiving.”





“What are you doing?”
“Shiny seek Trilisk. Objective: lead, direct, assist team in capture.”
“Ah, good. Any progress?”
“I got nothing.”
“What?”
“Telisa teach Shiny say: ‘I got nothing’.”
“Oh. That’s good. You know what, though? I like the way you speak just fine. You don’t have to use too many Terran phrases exactly.”
“Shiny consider, evaluate, account for Cilreth input.”
“Thanks. So, I want to ask a favor. No, I mean, maybe a mutually beneficial arrangement.”
“Proceed, disclose, elucidate objective for negotiation.”
“I’m planning to run copies of myself on the Clacker. To help me work on my understanding of the ship. Do you do that? How many should I run? How many can I run?”
There was a pause. Cilreth felt a little judged in that silence. What did Shiny think of such a practice?
“No,” Shiny said. “One. Seventeen million four hundred thirteen thousand nine hundred seventy nine.”
“What?”
“No,” Shiny said. “One. Seventeen million four hundred thirteen thousand nine hundred seventy nine.”
“Oh crap.” Cilreth reviewed her link’s cache of the conversation. First she had asked if he did that. No. Then how many she should run. One. The other number must be her upper limit.
“You mean I should only work on it myself, or have one copy?”
“One copy ideal. Download state, configuration, data, run while asleep, upload memories upon awakening. Resulting mental picture retains consistency, continuity, single-threadedness.”
“I can do all that? With Clacker?”
“Progress made understanding, configuring, using Trilisk supersedure device.”
“Oh, I see. Okay. Can you help me out with it?”
“Possible, achievable, feasible.”
 
***
 
Magnus worked on some tweaks in the field for his robots. The variant gravity of the habitat had revealed some weaknesses in the programming. He half wanted to enlist Siobhan to help him with some aspects of fixing the problem and half wanted to stick it out himself. As it happened, Siobhan was fully absorbed in preparing to jump around outside anyway.
The others were busy looking at the building. The team had climbed to its outer surface to take a look incarnate. The building had entrances on several sides, strange trap-door-like barriers held closed by springs. Each door had four independently moving pieces, each with its own spring, that interlocked together when the door was closed. He half listened to their conversation as he worked.
“I’m not sure whether this feels more like a pack-rat house or a warehouse,” Imanol said.
“It could be an antique shop. But I think maybe a house. These aliens obviously like to keep a lot of stuff lying around,” Telisa said.
“If it was a warehouse, wouldn’t there be stacks of similar items? As far as I can tell, everything here is unique,” Imanol said.
Maxsym was silent. He had been studying the plant and then switched to searching for bugs, pets, or vermin. He had even mentioned a desire to find live food of some kind. Magnus thought Maxsym would fit in well with the team. He loved being here and wanted to discover as much as he could.
Magnus checked through the robot views surrounding them. He had twenty soldiers distributed across this house and four others nearby. Five more soldiers had been shuttled from the Clacker along with supplies that might be useful given what they had found: more chutes, smart ropes, and blood stabilizers to keep them healthy in the atmosphere of the habitat. The scouts had started to leap from house to house, moving out as far as a kilometer from their position. So far, none of them had encountered any anomalous gravity fields in the wide-open spaces between houses. Magnus was beginning to think it might be safe.
Magnus checked on what was going on immediately outside the floating house. He caught a feed from one of the soldier robots. Siobhan and Caden attached chutes to their backs, ready to try jumping from house to house as the robots were doing. Arakaki oversaw their preparations. The enthusiasm of the young ones had spread to Arakaki. The ex-UED soldier actually smiled once or twice.
Magnus thought about the idea. It seemed like fun, launching yourself out across the air, aiming for houses. And if you missed, surely eventually you could retarget yourself. Especially with the help of the Vovokan attendant spheres, which could nudge them in the right direction. Just in case, Caden had requested compressed air cylinders from the Clacker that could be used to direct them around in the zero-g sky. So why did part of him watch them joyfully preparing and think, someone’s going to get hurt?
Because some of us have gotten hurt or killed.
In the end he accepted it because he could think of no better way to move around out there. If they had to make a rope connection every time they wanted to switch buildings, it would take months to move through the habitat. He returned his attention to his own body.
“Maxsym. Have you learned anything?” Magnus asked. 
Maxsym hovered near the Blackvine. “I believe this creature is native to the habitat, or rather, the environ this habitat was made to emulate.”
“What brings you to that conclusion?”
“The dark surface of the creature—call it a plant, I guess, though it has means of mobility—”
“It can move?” Magnus interrupted.
“Yes. It has a system of fluid sacs, like inflatable muscles, a type of hydraulic movement, that—”
“Then exercise more caution,” Magnus said, readying his weapon. “This thing could hop on you and strangle you dead at any moment.”
Maxsym blinked. “Uhm, yes, I suppose you are correct,” he said. Maxsym took out his knife. “I believe this could slice that creature’s tendrils well enough. My analysis indicates they have good tensile strength but are not particularly armored.”
“Okay, good. Now, you were saying about their origin?”
“Yes,” Maxsym continued. “Its surface absorbs light at wavelengths that pass through these circular windows. They appear to be matched to each other. I believe these windows pass light needed by the creature, probably for an equivalent of photosynthesis.”
“Okay, definitely plant sounding, but it can move,” Telisa said. “Looking at its tendrils, I would say it could easily navigate around this place, and probably could stabilize itself easily even in shifting gravity.”
“Then we should attempt communication,” Maxsym said.
“Whoa, slow down. Just because it is the only living thing in here—” Magnus said.
“No harm in trying,” Telisa said. “Analyze the physiology further and come up with some theories as to likely communication modes. Imanol and I will finish looking at these items and see if we can link them to the Blackvine. What are its likely manipulators?”
“The small tendrils here, they’re probably much weaker, but I think they would also be faster, more dexterous than hands and fingers,” Maxsym said.
Magnus looked at the Blackvine again.
No… I don’t think that created this habitat. If it did, we’re overstepping our bounds by letting ourselves into its house and tromping all around while it sits there as if asleep.
Still, he left Telisa to it. But he made a note to himself to ask her in private later if she was just humoring Maxsym, encouraging open and imaginative thought.
He stepped over to one of the windows and looked out with his own eyes for a change. Magnus figured the Trilisk was hiding there somewhere, ready to spring its next death trap. The first one had been lame, almost half-hearted. Maybe it had not been the Trilisk at all, just some equipment malfunction or misuse on their part.
“Shiny,” Magnus sent on a group channel. “I think we’ve made ourselves mobile here. Now we just need to know where the objective is.”
“Trilisk gone, left, fled, or hidden, obscured, cloaked. Search continues.”
“Then we’ll search the old-fashioned way,” Magnus said. “We haven’t lost any scouts. I’ll send them deeper into the habitat, and we’ll start exploring more ourselves. Can we produce more scout machines? And perhaps your attendant spheres. Anything to get us more eyes and ears in here.”
“Agree, assent, concur.”
“I take that last part back. Not ‘anything’. Don’t make any more copies of us, please.”
“Acknowledged.”
“How do we capture it if we do find it?” asked Caden. “Do we need it alive?”
“Well, last we knew, it was in a human body, so we have all sorts of tools we can use to stun or injure it,” Telisa said. “If it has switched bodies again, then we can try what we have. If that doesn’t work, we’ll study its new form and improvise.”
“But if the team is in danger, take a kill shot or not?” Caden persisted.
Telisa nodded. “Yes, if we can’t take it alive, we’ll settle for dead,” she said, looking at Arakaki. Magnus noticed their shared look. Arakaki seemed satisfied.
I think the old Telisa would have mentioned something about making sure they had the right Trilisk, Magnus thought. She still isn’t convinced the whole race is evil. Perhaps her idealism is cracking under the strain.
“Okay people. Let’s get moving and find our Trilisk,” he said.







Chapter 15
 
Micet worked within a huge space, surrounded by a collection of eclectic equipment. The Trilisk remained in its Terran body. It had set up operations inside a large building near the center of the Scheklan space habitat. Micet had sustained level-four concentration for a long period of time, working on the new body. Nothing resembling the design had yet taken form. Micet was still climbing a long ladder of bootstraps necessary to create a suitable artificial host.
The Scheklan technology was troublesome. Micet knew it would be sufficient given time. The Scheklan were brilliant enough in their own isolated way. But merging the lifetime’s work of a dozen different Scheklan scientists was always clumsy and annoying. So little was really designed to work together, even though every technology line eventually merged if one traced its ancestry back two or three hundred years.
Micet expressed level-five irritation at yet another failure of the pieces to function harmoniously. The sharp ridges in the body’s maw threatened to bite off the mouth tentacle for the thousandth time.
“I thought it eroded my carapace just to survive the Wehhid body. This one, though, is even worse! One mouth tentacle, and it keeps getting injured,” Micet said. Its Terran body had not used its primitive communication apparatus. The broodmates talked using the communicator in their space fold. It was only that repository that had saved them back on the planet of the Wehhids. Though tiny and lacking power, the Trilisk’s personal equipment cache, folded away in another dimension, allowed them to move, to hide, and to speak. Though the technology there was incredibly useful, it was not meant to stand on its own for so long. Micet’s job was to get them something more.
Keziph heard the complaint, being also to the fore in the insane manner of this host vessel, but was wise enough to remain silent. The two had faced madness until agreeing to pretend they changed stances, even though they could not. Keziph had actually gotten quite good at it, entering a trancelike state when it was supposed to be out of stance. At least this way, they did not have to exist as two minds smashed together almost to the point of merging into one.
Unbearable! No. I can do it a while longer. Just a while longer.
Micet remade another adaptor. There were no fewer than six different electronic transmission protocols, three different power requirements, and three different types of storage schemes that had to be joined at this stage. Each family pair joined together required a different adaptor assembly.
“This is an agony I would not soon relive,” continued Micet. “As soon as we have a new command engine, we should destroy the Scheklan once and for all.”
Micet finished the adaptor but was so tired that it had forgotten what it was needed for.
“What’s wrong? This body is so weak it can’t think. How did the Terrans ever reach the stars?”
Keziph had had enough. It came to the fore.
“You were responsible for feeding the body this time,” Keziph grated. “The mind is too tired for me to work.”
Micet started to express level-three apology but noted with pleasure that it should not since it was out of stance. A welcome chance to avoid having to grovel. Its existence had dropped to this all-time low, gaining pleasure from such tiny victories, barely enough to keep going. It sulked in silence and pretended to be submerged.
Keziph moved the Terran body across the lab and took out a flat plate of food material from a Scheklan spring-doored cabinet. The dry mouth tentacle rasped over it before the bony structures bit in. The material was just enough to keep their vessel alive, though it chafed and coughed with the air sacs as the nutrients were coaxed down.
The idiocy of acquiring oxygen through the same orifice as required for feeding. Unbelievable.
Keziph had found that the food blocked the airway for a shorter time if the mouth tentacle pushed it down forcefully. It was a slow, mind-numbingly boring process that seemed to take forever. Even when done, the body took too long to respond to the nutrient infusion.
The shared body was sick. They had to finish soon, or it might die altogether. Keziph despised the body so much more than ever before. Surely, here, they found themselves living in the saddest race of creatures in the universe. No carapace, only one stance, and a constant need for care and attention. They had almost died three threes of times simply by forgetting the main liquid staple of its diet. The Wehhid body, for all its oddities, had been able to go ten times longer without drinking.
Keziph accessed the space fold to check on the status of its Scheklan robots. The mass of machines had assembled centrally and remained fully under its control. It had been laughably easy. The exact things that made the job difficult for Micet were what made Keziph’s task of marshaling so easy. Scheklans, being oblivious to one another and every other being in the universe, did not have any concept of security. Quite the opposite—their every system was as convenient as possible. Each one was a brilliant genius, an island unto itself, an innovator and a trailblazer. Yet they never purposefully shared anything. If they discovered a working system nearby, they might pirate it—or they might set to creating a brand-new one themselves, cannibalizing parts as they went. The Scheklan society was as sad as the Terran’s physiology.
Among Scheklans, only the dysfunctional took notice of the others. That was perhaps a favorable mutation, a kind of accidental change that allowed one or two of the creatures to coordinate for their race at any given time—the Scheklan leaders, so few and far between.
Sometimes I’m sure that we are superior only by chance—we did not have to suffer these extreme inefficiencies. Too bad the methane breathers did not either.
Keziph had suborned four distinct armies of robots, constructed by four successful Scheklan. It had selected varieties with capabilities applicable for primitive combat.
The largest machines were armored repair machines, slightly concave, used to maintain the space habitat. Scheklan technology and society being the sluggish mess that it was, the machines had slowly been adapted over hundreds of years. The Scheklan had not constructed the space habitat, they had simply moved into it. One of them had finally discovered and utilized these machines to maintain the outer hull. The big machines were slow and dull but made good fighters because of durability alone. They could fuse metals, reconstruct ceramic, and fashion simple diamond plates with high-powered tools that could be used as weapons at short range.
Another robot type was house pushers. Specialized for moving buildings around inside the hollow habitat, these robots could serve as warriors. They had powerful manipulator arms that could be used to cut things, and thrusters that could also be used for fighting.
A Scheklan had created an army of cutting machines at some point, of which dozens of machines remained. The laser cutters had poor targeting, but if well coordinated, they could be deadly, so Keziph had recruited as many as it could find.
The smallest machines Keziph added were dark metal discs with several short clutcher arms, used to mark areas and isolate them for passage of Scheklan. They had a powerful pressurized launching system that could shoot projectiles with dangerous velocity. In sufficient numbers they could be fatal to many races.
Laughable by almost any measure Keziph was used to, the force could still prove deadly to those who followed the Trilisk. It simply had to buy Micet time—the miserable, insufferable Micet—so that they could bootstrap themselves back to livable means again. That would mean a real body, with three stances and real means of transport, automatic command implementation, and reintegration into the galactic whole.
 Micet could not be done before the confrontation came, so Keziph had to win or delay the enemy. It had tried to make the invaders believe the habitat was dangerous in order to slow them down, but primitives always flung themselves into danger after danger obliviously and let uncontrolled breeding procedures replace the losses.
They had fallen so very, very far and suffered for so long. Keziph remembered the beginning of its pain. It was a fight that had left them low. Methane breathers had come into the system, bent upon eradicating the life on the Wehhid planet that happened to share the system with a planet they coveted in a much more distant orbit. It was always that way with the methane breathers. Neither side needed to fight—they could not even begin to exist on each other’s worlds. Yet each side mercilessly hunted down the other, poisoned each other’s planets, destroyed each other’s space habitats, and fought an endless war that had killed countless members of each race.
Keziph hoped in all the time it had been away, the war had been won. But it did not hold much hope.
Cayach had remained submerged. Since planning the escape to Holoeum, the social motivator had seldom come to the foremost stance. Micet and Keziph had their missions: there was little need to let Cayach come forward until they neared completion.







Chapter 16
 
Cilreth rested her head in her hands to wait out a dull ache. Hours of studying Vovokan computers had resulted in another bout of fatigue.
With two of me, I can do this twice as fast with no need to integrate multiple simultaneous results. Three of me, max, on eight-hour shifts.
Cilreth decided on two to start. She arranged a schedule for both of herselves. She decided talking would be minimal. As long as both were synced at the end of every shift, they would essentially be one person with two bodies. There would be no reason to talk.
“Shiny? I’m ready.”
“Proceed to indicated, displayed, targeted chamber,” Shiny said. Cilreth got a location pointer and followed it through the Clacker with her link. Though most of the Trilisk columns had been put into Shiny’s ship, the Thumper, some were installed on the Clacker and a few more back at the home base.
Cilreth arrived at one of the Trilisk column storage chambers. The columns had been installed in a large room, looking much as they had appeared back on the planet where the PIT team acquired them. She walked up to one and stared at it.
If understanding Vovokan technology is so hard, imagine what it would take to truly understand these Trilisk columns. Probably my unaugmented brain could never hope to grasp its secrets.
“How do you know this will work? I mean, all the others superseded into new bodies.”
“Shiny performed, actuated, initiated procedure on Shiny.”
“Whoa. There are two of you around here? Oh shit. More?”
“This duplicate only witnessed, aware, know of one copy.”
“You are the… copy?”
“Affirmative, correct, accurate.”
“Where is the original?”
“Asteroid base with Trilisk AI.”
Of course. Shiny wouldn’t give away his trump card, even to a copy.
“I thought your race was… uhm… I guess you can trust yourself?”
“No.”
“Ah. Yah. Well I think I can trust myself. Terrans are a bit… different.”
“Acknowledged, confirmed, believed.”
“So what do I do?”
“No action required. Process initiated, started, begun.”
“Oh.”
Cilreth had noticed nothing. Yet somehow, Shiny had already started. Cilreth looked for signs of his work. The only clue she found was a huge power draw from the column room. The Clacker could handle the demand though, at least for a time.
The column closest to Cilreth started to rotate slowly. Then the tube exterior descended. Cilreth2 became visible inside. Cilreth turned and walked out, trying to suppress a creepy chill in her soul.
“Shiny, I’ll continue my shift now,” Cilreth said. “I’m sure Cilreth2 knows exactly what to do.”
 
***
 
“Wooooooooo!” Siobhan yelled as she sailed through the air. The wide-open sky was bright in all directions and dotted with the tiny shapes of distant buildings in all directions. The air was cool and smelled like cedar or evergreens. Her target building began to grow as she neared. She spread her arms, increasing the drag of her upper body. Her feet swung around toward the mass before her.
At the last moment, she felt a tiny pull, then she landed just like coming back down from a high jump.
Could I have done so well before? Only with luck. This new body rocks.
Siobhan laughed out loud then reined herself in.
Oh yeah. Deadly unknown place. Remain alert.
Siobhan looked around. From her vantage point, she could not see the soldier robot that had arrived before her. It was probably exploring the house for danger. She found it on the tactical and fed its visual feed into her PV.
Siobhan took a little walk around the outside surface. Artificial gravity kept her firmly on the building no matter how it twisted or turned, as if she were a spider or a fly walking across a ceiling corner.
These houses are so weird. All six sides look like a roof. With doors and windows.
She decided she simply associated the sides of the building with Terran roofs because whenever she had stood on a house before, she had been on the roof. Here, you could stand on any side of the house and be pulled toward it. Then it felt as if the house was “down”, so it became the roof in her ingrained perception.
Siobhan looked out over an edge of the building to see deeper into the space habitat. The distant sky was filled with black specks. She did not remember so many houses being clustered together before.
What the…?
She stared for a moment longer. There were hundreds of them. Very distant. They looked darker, but smaller, than the houses in the distance.
“I see some things… a lot of things in the distance. Toward the center of the habitat,” Siobhan said.
“More specific,” Magnus replied.
“They’re just specks. Too far away,” she said.
“I see them too!” Caden exclaimed. Siobhan knew he had gone house hopping in the same direction. He had to be on a house nearby. “Are the houses closer together in that direction?”
Siobhan almost got some range viewers out of her pack. Then she saw changes in the specks.
They were getting larger.
“Guys! Something is coming. A hell of a lot of somethings.”
“Get into that house. Post the soldier outside. Everyone, find cover!” Magnus ordered. “Do it quickly. If there’s danger, we have no way of knowing what the enemy’s range might be.”
Siobhan ducked around the edge of her house and looked for an entrance. She found a large one. It was a pair of spring-loaded panels that could be pushed open from either direction. Most of the smaller ones were made of four pieces. She drew her pistol and entered.
The interior looked as twisted and confusing as the other houses she had seen. She stopped for two seconds to listen. Utter silence. This time, Siobhan looked at the architecture with an eye for defense. The interior was cluttered, filled with dozens of containers and machines of bewildering variety. On her left she saw a series of glass tubes with wires in them draining into a vat of green fluid, on her right some kind of human-sized electronics project with a clear plastic case. The equipment was a collection of some pieces that looked advanced and other things with technology older than Terra could produce. It gave Siobhan the feel of a post-apocalyptic society where everything had been cobbled together from old tech. Telisa had agreed with that analysis: there seemed to be no one level of technology prevalent.
She wandered through all the junk until she found a niche to hide in. It was a spot about the size of a shower tube nestled in a short hallway between two larger rooms. From her niche, she could see parts of the outside sky through three windows, one nearby on her left and two others across a wide room on her right.
Siobhan took stock of the doors. She saw two but knew there had to be others in the house. Most of the houses had a door or two on every side. There would be no way to cover them all. The realization made her nervous.
Well, that’s what I get for jumping all around on my own. Caden and I should have at least stuck together.
Siobhan opened her tactical. It showed the positions of the rest of the team as well as the soldier robots. She saw the soldiers had moved to the surfaces of the houses around them. Only one soldier was on her house, but at least there were three or four who could cover her house nearby.
Caden was very close, on a house adjacent to hers, less than two hundred meters away.
Should I try to move over there?
“Everyone hold your positions,” Magnus transmitted. “Note the entrances to your houses. Caden, Siobhan, you have soldiers on the houses around you. We’re not leaving you vulnerable.”
“And the objects?” Siobhan asked.
“Machines. Alien, but they are machines. After the trap we experienced, I’m assuming the worst,” Magnus said.
Pop. Pop. Zip… Bang. Pop.
A popping noise like micrometeoroids impacting a hull started cracking through the house. Siobhan’s sharp hearing pinpointed it as coming from the side toward the oncoming machines. The alien machines were shooting at the soldier outside the house! She saw the soldier robots shooting back in her tactical.
Frackjammers! Am I going to die now? Just when things were getting cool.
“We’re being fired upon!” Siobhan said. Magnus would know at the same instant she did, but Siobhan was getting swept up in events. Better to overcommunicate than otherwise.
“Hold tight,” Magnus said. She could hear the tension in his voice. She trusted Magnus already. He was not cowering. He would come to back her up when he could.
Siobhan looked at her stunner pistol. Would it even affect alien machines? The shock baton at her belt might do better—but only at point-blank range. Siobhan took a grenade out of a side pocket in her pack. She armed it through her link and gave it a mechanical target signature.
The door to her left suddenly opened. She had her pistol on it in a flash. But it was only her soldier machine. It was missing two legs. The outer shell looked blackened and burned.
Oh damn, it’s halfway fragged, and I’m next…
Her attendant spheres hovered expectantly before her, ready to protect her. At least that was what Magnus had said they would do.
Siobhan checked the tactical again. Alien robots were landing on her house. About a dozen of them. She realized most of her virtual training had been with team members at her side. They had not done any sims where she was on her own, or close to on her own.
Bang. Boom.
More sounds of combat echoed in the distance.
“It’s just you and me, huh?” she said to the soldier machine out loud. “Let’s wait for them, then!” Siobhan took an enormous breath. She was scared. And excited. Moments like these were what she had spent her life seeking.
Working for PIT is exactly where I want to be. Until it kills me.
Her soldier machine turned to cover the door it had used with a mounted projectile launcher. The flaps of the door started to move inward, so it shot.
Bang! Zip!
Siobhan heard a ricochet. Then the other door in her sight opened.
A dark metal disc with stubby legs pushed through. Siobhan shot it with her stunner. The thing kept coming.
Zipfft! Zipfft! Zipfft!
A hissing sound snapped three times. Siobhan’s attendant spheres blurred. She heard the sounds of splattering metal. Something hot struck her forehead, a tiny pinprick of pain.
Siobhan used the stunner again. Another stubby-limbed machine floated into the room.
The Five can bite me! I won’t die!
Siobhan updated the target signature on her grenade by selecting the stubby-limbed machine in her sight and sending the profile through her link. It took half a second, then the grenade launched itself into the room. It blurred, reached a point halfway between the two machines, and exploded.
Whirrrrrr Kaboom!
Shrapnel erupted in two tight cones directed at both targets. The alien machines hurled away, damaged or destroyed.
“Yah!” she yelled out loud and through her link. She could tell from tactical chatter that Caden was fighting, too. He shot again and again, in all likelihood taking out several targets. She looked toward her soldier ally, but it was no longer sitting nearby. Her tactical showed it moving away from her.
Siobhan took out another grenade. It already had the targeting signature of its predecessor, thanks to a nice bit of battlefield optimization built into the weapon. Her ears were still sharp because her suit’s sound curtain had dampened the peaks of noise from the shots and explosions. She heard more doors opening in the house.
Her link told her the soldier machine was overheating, and then a small explosion rocked the house.
Krumpf. Zing! Smack!
Bits of debris migrated through the house like falling dominos. Items would fly one way, reach another gravity section, then fly another. They would rebound off things and fly off in random directions. The debris caused other things to start flying around in a chain reaction. Siobhan ducked.
Zip. Crack. Thump.
“Ah!” she yelped as pieces of the house whirled over her. She closed her eyes and looked at the tactical. Her attendant spheres kept her area fairly up to date, even though she could not see them at the moment. Two flat disc machines and a larger torpedo-shaped machine were approaching her position.
Siobhan loosed her second grenade. She dared to watch it through narrowed eyes even though a few things were still flying around the house. It zeroed in on the torpedo-shaped robot, whirling toward it. Smoke erupted from the niche around Siobhan. She stepped out into the corridor, eyes on the grenade.
Kill that thing…
The grenade faltered and struck a wall. It ricocheted and hit another wall. For a moment it flew back toward her. An attendant sphere shot out to meet it, but the grenade turned away. Siobhan’s first thought was of alien jamming or interference. Finally it whirled back toward the larger robot.
Kaboom!
The grenade exploded, breaking the long robot in half.
Oh. The twisty gravity fields in here confused the grenade. But it got the job done!
“The gravity in here confuses the grenades,” Siobhan transmitted. “They still work, though,” she added. She did not want anyone else on the team to think the grenades were useless.
Crack!
One of the flat discs emitted a sharp sound. One of Siobhan’s attendants intercepted a projectile. The ricochet left a hole in the wall across from Siobhan. She did not want to try her luck with more shots, so she retreated into another room in the direction the soldier robot had gone.
“They work very well outside,” Telisa replied. “We’re moving out toward your position. Stay in there. You have… some big ones outside.”
The new room was as much of a wreck as the one she had left. But there were no disc machines here.
Thwump. Boom.
Another thud sounded nearby. Siobhan turned to cover the area. Her heart worked hard. Her mouth felt dry.
Am I going to live through this?
The area around the thud emitted scratching noises. Without the soldier machine outside, she could not tell what it was. Siobhan decided to take a view from outside. In her mind’s eye, she selected one of the few surviving soldiers. It scouted its own house, far away. She turned it toward her house.
What she saw made her blood run cold. A huge machine the size of a land car had attached to the house. Right above her.
Siobhan abandoned her cover and jumped toward the other side of the house. The gravity shifted, sending her left, then forward. She fell toward a wall as if it were straight down.
But her reflexes were sharp now. Her muscles were strong and wiry. She rolled with the impact and scrabbled away.
Suddenly a huge rending noise erupted behind her.
Kraaaaaack Smash!
Aiyooooo getmeouttahere!
Siobhan glanced back. A huge metal shell had smashed through the outer wall. Red-hot openings glowed at the edge of its armored top. She felt a wave of heat on her face. A long section of the wall turned into ash and slag above the huge machine. Siobhan leaped away, moving as fast as she dared. She started to simply assume the gravity would smash her into anything and everything. She ran recklessly forward, rebounding off of walls and piles of trash. Each time she just absorbed the impact and pushed away in another direction.
Kraaaaaack.
The entire house sounded as if it were being torn apart. After watching the huge shelled machine smash into her room, Siobhan believed it was being torn apart.
I should jump back toward the others. Caden is closest.
Siobhan took one deep breath and a second to orient herself. Caden was that way. Siobhan jumped to her left and looked for a passageway in the direction she needed. Another disc robot appeared ahead to the right of her new orientation. Siobhan fired her stunner at it twice. Nothing happened so she tossed the stunner at the thing and grabbed her shock baton.
I can hit it before those stubby legs—
Zipfft!
The disc popped like a small-caliber projectile weapon. One of her attendants darted in front of her, knocking a projectile off its path.
Frackjammers!
 Siobhan jumped forward with all the muscle in her new legs and swung the shock baton. It struck the flat machine and sent sparks flying.
Her hand hurt from the impact. Siobhan did not stop to assess the damage, if any. She simply charged on and struck a window. It resisted her assault until she thrust the baton into it, which popped the transparent pane out and sent it flying from the house.
Siobhan leaped through the circular hole. Behind her a wave of heat cut through the room. She could feel it on the bottom of her feet and the back of her calves even through the combat suit.
On the other side, Siobhan almost broke free from the building’s exterior attraction. She rolled and came back into contact with the house. It took her a second to pick Caden’s house. Smoke roiled out of the window she had just exited. Then Siobhan squatted low and launched herself at the other building with all her might.
She flew out into the sky. She quickly saw she was not alone. At least a dozen flying machines were in view. Most of them were the flat disks, but she saw other shapes as well.
One of her attendant spheres blurred beside her and exploded.
“What!” she exclaimed.
It must have intercepted a threat. I’m a sitting duck out here!
Siobhan looked back toward the house she had left. She caught her breath. An army of floating machines converged on it. She saw the dark disc-shaped bugs, another torpedo machine, and some multi-armed things that had attached to the outside. The huge shelled robot was out of sight. She decided it must still be inside the remains of the building.
Her last attendant machine darted nervously.
Oh no…
Thwack! Zip.
She heard a loud smack and the whirr of a ricochet. Her attendant did not explode this time. It seemed to be functioning.
Hang on! I’m not even half there yet!
The attendant disappeared, then she heard another loud bang from nearby. She looked around. It was gone.
What do I need to do? she asked herself frantically. It’s out of my hands; there’s nothing I can do to ensure my survival this time… I should have another weapon!
Siobhan told the clasps on her pack to disengage. Her equipment separated from her, flying steadily away.
One more target for those things, if they can’t tell the difference.
Dread grabbed her as she saw something coming from ahead. It would arrive in a second.
This is it.
Her heightened reflexes allowed her to move her shock baton in front of her face. The protection felt inadequate, but she did not know what else to do. The object resolved into an attendant sphere that matched her vector.
Another attendant! Someone sent me another attendant!
The attendant darted to one side and smacked away a projectile. Siobhan’s eye captured an after-image of a piece of shrapnel whirring away with a high spin. The attendant was not destroyed. The building ahead grew rapidly as she approached.
Siobhan connected to the attendant with her link. It told her it belonged to Caden.
Thanks man… or is he dead?
“Caden?” she transmitted. “You alive?”
“I am, but you won’t be for long if you don’t get your ass under cover,” Caden’s voice came through her link.
“You would have done the same if a giant jamming turtle machine smashed your house to smithereens.”
The house before Siobhan started to grow. She was almost there!
“The others are coming for us,” Caden said. She caught sight of him just inside a door on the face of the house she was about to land on. Siobhan could not change her course, especially now that she had lost her pack with the compressed air cannister, but she mentally prepared to dash for the door.
Siobhan gracefully opened her arms and let her feet slide toward the front by forming a T-shape. Then she landed. She was not quite straight in time, but it did not matter. She rolled and then scampered for the door.
Booom. Booom.
Caden fired a couple of shots right before she arrived. Then she dove in, and they were inside the building.
“It got dicey for a minute or two. Are you hit?” Caden sounded hyper.
Siobhan staggered across the room and took new cover.
“I’m alive,” she croaked. “Not hurt.”
Siobhan gulped in huge quantities of air. She put her hands on her hips and took it all in. She had barely survived! She let off some steam. “Wooooo!”
“You’re crazy woman,” Caden said, but it sounded like a compliment.
Siobhan kept low, smiled, and basked in the aftermath of a heavy rush.
“What the…?” Caden started, looking back into the room.
“What do we have?” Siobhan said, raising her shock baton. “I used all my grenades! And I had to ditch my pack.”
“No, it’s just that… I swear, there was a Blackvine right there a minute ago. It left!”
“I wouldn’t stay here either with all the crap going down!”
“Where the hell did it go?”
“Someplace not under attack. I guess Maxsym was right when he said they could move. We’ll catch up to it later.”
 







Chapter 17
 
Cilreth arrived back at her quarters after her twelve-hour shift. She sighed. Her brain reeled from long hours of study.
With a shock, she realized someone was in her quarters. A woman. She stared in disbelief at the perfect copy of herself.
Cilreth2. Wait. Or am I Cilreth2?
The copy looked as if she had just awakened. “What! Am I dreaming?” Cilreth2 asked.
“Shiny!” Cilreth transmitted. “What’s going on?” There was an awkward delay while she stared at herself.
“Cilreth planned to use Clacker, duplicates her mental configuration, design, structure,” Shiny said. “Supersedure more efficient.”
“I thought we wouldn’t both be awake at the same time!” Cilreth replied. From the way her copy just stood there, she must have been having a simultaneous conversation with Shiny.
“State change late to commit. Duplicate on schedule.”
Oh crap. I forgot to commit my mental state when I finished.
Cilreth usually worked in a private room she had prayed up for the purpose: a dark, cozy area with no distractions. But today she had felt like real exercise, had taken a run around the Clacker, and ended up in a beautiful, faux-sunny atrium to work. The change of routine had caused her to skip her habit of backup upon completion of work.
“Sorry, I’m fried,” she said to herself.
She walked farther in, allowing the door to close behind her. Her hand started to unzip her suit, then slowed as her eyes locked with Cilreth2. The zipper went lower, lower, and finally stopped at her belly button.
They stared at each other for a long moment.
“You must be—” they said simultaneously.
Thinking what I’m thinking.
They approached each other. Cilreth reached out, testing the contact. It felt surreal be so close to a perfect copy.
Cilreth2 drew her in closer. They kissed. Cilreth felt something powerful. Her months of seclusion had seen to it. Virtual romps were common and helpful, but this was in the flesh. The two Cilreths orbited each other clumsily then fell into the sleep web, breathing heavily.
Madness! Oh that feels so good.
 
***
 
“We’re being fired upon!” Siobhan’s voice called out as the swarm neared the perimeter buildings holding Siobhan and Caden.
“Hold tight,” Magnus said.
“Let’s go back them up,” Telisa said.
“Hold here. There are soldiers out there. Let’s see what these things can do. Arakaki and I have long-range projectile weapons. We’ll try some fire support.”
Telisa realized Magnus was right. The tactical showed an army of machines coming in to assault. If they went outside, they would be targets to more than a hundred enemies. Already two soldier robots were gone. Then three, then four.
“We’ll be pinned in here within thirty seconds,” Imanol said.
“Just sit tight. Snipe away,” Magnus urged. “Weapons to robotic target signatures across the board,” he said. “Shiny and Cilreth are sending the soldiers from the entrance lock.”
Telisa saw Maxsym clutching the pedestal that held an alien device to the floor. It did not look as if he was going anywhere.
“Relax,” Telisa sent to Maxsym. “I’m going to head over to that window. If I can acquire a target through it, maybe I can take something out.”
Telisa holstered her stunner. Her hands ran across the strap that held her chain lightning gun to her back, but she thought better of it. Caden, Siobhan, and a handful of friendly soldier robots might be out there, and she did not know whether the lightning gun would hit them. She took out the weapon she called a “breaker claw” she had retrieved from the vault on Vovok.
“I have something to try as well,” she sent to the team. Telisa launched herself toward the window. Within ten seconds she had pried it open, her breaker claw in hand.
An alien machine flew by at high speed. It looked like a rocket with arms. Telisa could not lock onto it as it passed, but then it turned back and came toward the house.
Telisa activated the breaker claw with a link adapter Shiny had given her.
Kaboom!
The enemy machine exploded as it approached their house.
One down, hundreds to go.
A squad of smaller, disc-shaped machines flew in. Magnus and Arakaki were targeting more distant machines, trying to help Siobhan and Caden. Telisa heard the retort of their weapons. She used the claw on one of the discs. Nothing happened.
“Dammit. The small ones don’t have superconductors. Or at least the claw isn’t working.”
Smack!
One of her attendants intercepted some kind of projectile aimed at her. She tried the claw on another one. There was still no result.
“Don’t expose yourself any more. The new soldiers will be here in a few minutes,” Magnus urged.
“Caden and Siobhan may not have that much time,” Telisa said.
That seemed to galvanize Maxsym. “All right, I have one of these grenades,” he said. “Robotic target sig. It’s ready. I’ll find another spot near one of the holes.”
Maxsym had the grenade in one hand and his pistol in the other. One of his two attendant spheres shot away to scout a route for him.
Good man, Maxsym! He’s back into it. And ready to act.
Boom, boom, boom.
As Maxsym launched himself “upward” in the house, Magnus’s rifle thundered three more times. Telisa found herself thinking about the chain-lightning gun again.
Last resort. Wait. They’re flanking us.
“I got the back,” Telisa said. “I can use the big gun in that direction!”
“Hurry. If you wait too long, you might kill our reinforcements,” Magnus said and kept firing.
Telisa started to move to the other side of their house. The tactical showed her machines had enveloped the area. Their soldier machines were fighting and dying all around.
Telisa slipped and smashed into a bank of equipment as the attractive forces shifted. She managed to keep from firing the lightning gun simply because it was so unwieldy, with two actuators. When Telisa got to the window, she saw a flat disc robot prying it open from the other side.
I can’t shoot it with this point blank!
Telisa set the weapon aside as gently as she could manage in one second. With her incredible new reflexes, she had her smart pistol armed and aimed in the next second. As soon as the window cleared half the thing’s body, she fired with a link command.
Snap!
The round punched into the machine and exploded, sending pieces of the thing into the torso of her Veer suit, her arm, and the walls.
She grabbed the lightning gun and pointed it out through the circular portal.
No aiming this thing.
She actuated the weapon. She felt only a light kick as the alien-tech missiles launched.
Foooom.
White-hot trails of some kind of propellant or thruster system left afterimages on her retina. The enemy machines started to explode in an ever-expanding sphere of destruction. Telisa grabbed her breaker claw and prepared to clean up more.
“The gravity in here confuses the grenades,” Siobhan transmitted. “They still work, though.”
“They work very well outside,” Telisa sent back. “We’re moving out toward your position. Stay in there, you have… some big ones outside.” She consulted the tactical record in her PV. “We’ve killed at least twenty attackers.”
“One of the turtle things is moving in on Siobhan,” Magnus said. Telisa had already seen it. One of the armored behemoths was within a couple dozen meters of Siobhan’s position on the tactical.
We can’t lose her.
“Let’s go,” Arakaki urged. “We can’t leave her hanging.”
Magnus’s face reflected an agonizing decision. “The soldiers from the airlock are almost here. We’ll join them and move toward the rest of our team.”
Telisa wondered if his command was any easier knowing they were all copies of the original team. She saw the new soldiers approaching in her internal tactical display.
“Balanced advance only, don’t jump the building until I say so. If anyone loses their attendant spheres, head for the nearest building and take cover again.”
“My breaker claw can take out that turtle machine,” Telisa told them. “Surely something that size will have energy storage rings. I have to get in there.”
Magnus nodded tightly. She could tell he wanted to tell her not to risk it. But he knew her weapon could do it.
He knows I can do it, too.
“If you lose an attendant, hit the cloaker, please,” he transmitted to her personally.
“I will. I promise,” she replied privately.
They all came to the side of their building facing toward the missing two members of the team. Maxsym was taking deep breaths.
“Stay behind us, and if you lose an attendant…” Telisa sent to him.
“Find cover. Got it,” he replied privately.
The soldiers drifted by their building above and to the left of Telisa’s position. She launched herself simultaneously with Magnus. The others followed suit a half second later. She immediately felt vulnerable, flying through the air surrounded by enemies.
Magnus and Arakaki kept shooting. Arakaki had switched to her laser, making Telisa wonder if she had run out of rounds for the compact gun she carried. Imanol launched a grenade and took out a cluster of disc robots.
Smack. Zing!
Then a hail of counterfire descended upon the group. Telisa’s attendants deflected two incoming shots in as many seconds.
“I lost one,” Imanol said.
“Me too,” Magnus added. “Get your compressed air out. You may have to veer off to one of these buildings on our right.”
“You too, Magnus!” Telisa said, knowing he would ignore her. “Just get it out in case you lose your second attendant,” Telisa send to him privately. Then she lost one of her own attendants. It darted in front of her and then overheated and slagged, spinning away from her and trailing smoke. Telisa ignored her own advice. She was going to get to Siobhan and save her.
By the Five. We’re almost there.
“I can’t see it,” she said. Then she found it on one of the feeds from one of the few surviving soldiers. It was just inside the house, slightly to her right. A section of wall ignited. It was nothing but smoky mist a second later.
Right there. It’s coming out any second…
Telisa caught a glimpse of the round shell emerging from the mist. She actuated the breaker claw.
Kaboooom!
A huge explosion ripped through the side of the building.
Five preserve!
Telisa lifted her arm to protect her face. Her attendant blurred in rapid motion. Something hit her right shin hard, but her suit protected her. A shock wave sent her sharply off course.
“Everyone, report!” Magnus snapped.
“I’ve lost my second,” Imanol said. “I’m heading… where? This building is a wreck, and I see robots in there!”
“Take one of mine, Imanol,” Maxsym said. The biologist released one of his attendants, and it went to cover Imanol. Telisa managed to land on a piece of the house, but she had to grab onto it when she discovered its artificial gravity had failed. Magnus did the same near her. The team held onto the house like shipwreck survivors clinging to a floating timber.
Telisa saw some enemies withdrawing. She spotted a torpedo machine leaving the house, so she used the breaker claw. It did not explode, but it seemed to spiral out of control.
“Caden, Siobhan?”
“We’re in one piece,” Caden replied. “I see some of them retreating. Casualties?”
“A bunch of robots, just like it’s supposed to happen,” Magnus said. “You make fun of my little army again, and we’ll leave you hung out to dry next time.”
“We’re not making fun of them. We’re making fun of you,” Telisa said. When Magnus shot her a look, she just smiled. “Thanks for saving us all.”
“That’s better,” Magnus said.
“Caden saved my ass,” Siobhan said. “I owe him one.”
“And I owe Maxsym, while we’re keeping track,” Imanol said.
“Let’s get everyone back together,” Magnus said. “We need more soldiers from Clacker. And an ammunition resupply.”
“We need to study the enemy,” Caden added. “I saw different types of machines. You know what? They weren’t very deadly. Not like you would expect a robot army inside a space habitat this size to be.”
“They weren’t military,” Arakaki said. “It was almost an army of household robots.”
“Or industry machines,” Siobhan countered.
“I see four types from the soldier robots on the houses,” Magnus said. “Those big turtles. That was the tough one that broke into your house, Siobhan. Then there were these rocket things with pincers, flying laser-cutter machines, and those flat… beetles.”
“Turtles, rockets, cutters and beetles,” Caden said. “Each one will have weaknesses we can exploit. For starters, the beetles aren’t armored. Grenades work well on them, and even melee weapons.”
“I can kill a turtle if I can get close,” Telisa said.
“Question was, was that attack directed by the Trilisk, or just some kind of automated attack left behind by whoever lived here?” asked Siobhan.
“The Trilisk,” Magnus said.
“There was one other thing,” Caden said. “One of the Blackvines finally moved. It booked it out of this house when the attack came down. I didn’t see it, but it was gone inside of thirty seconds.”
“It could sense danger?”
“I think it was more than that,” Maxsym said. “I believe the Blackvines are intelligent. They are the builders here. I believe this habitat belongs to them. And I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re not happy to see us.”







Chapter 18
 
“I’ve picked up some traces of suspicious activity,” Caden transmitted. He had been in a floating house poring through the machine video feeds for hours, both present and past, searching for signs of intelligence from the Blackvines.
“Really? Tell us,” Telisa said. As far as Caden knew, she was mustering robotic reinforcements with Magnus.
“Items have been moving between these houses. In large containers. Sometimes they seem connected to our movements. See here, after we entered our third house, the scout sees a large gray container moving away from the far side shortly thereafter.”
“Containers? Some kind of automated system carrying waste, maybe?” Siobhan said.
“Why wasn’t this brought to our attention?” Magnus asked.
“The scouts first obtain a ‘baseline’ of activity of a new environment, against which they can pick out unusual events. The scouts have seen these container transfers from the beginning. They’re just like the houses and the sky, a part of what it’s like here, and so they think it’s not an event worth flagging.”
“But you noticed it?”
“I saw a container moving a long ways off in a vision feed. Of course I was intrigued immediately. Investigation uncovered the rest. These containers are moving around all the time. They move more often when we’re nearby.”
“That’s definitely worth looking into,” Siobhan said. “Let’s find one of these things and take a look.”
Telisa nodded. “Yes. My curiosity is piqued, too. We’re coming back from the entrance lock.”
“Did you get some soldiers?” Caden asked.
“We have twenty with us. Cilreth and Shiny said we’ll have a hundred in a couple hours.”
That’s more like it. We should have just invaded this place, Caden thought.
“Don’t start without us,” Magnus said. “Mucking with the containers might incite a violent response.”
“Acknowledged,” Caden said. He brought up a quick surveillance program he had put together to look for more boxes. Within a few minutes, he found one on the move.
“There’s one!” Caden said. He sent a location pointer to Siobhan’s link and then grabbed his gear.
“Magnus said not to start without him,” Siobhan said aloud.
“He said we should not open one without him. Or mess with it. We can shadow one until they get here. In fact that’s what we’re supposed to be doing, finding one for us to check out—when they get here.”
Siobhan smiled. “You know I’m in. Arakaki, though?”
“We’ll keep them apprised,” Caden told her aloud.
“Arakaki?” transmitted Caden. “Siobhan and I found a crate on the move. We’re shadowing until Mag and Telisa arrive.”
He walked out without waiting for an answer, Siobhan on his heels.
“Careful,” Arakaki said. “Keep us in the loop. You need backup?”
“I think we have it. Cilreth said she’d let us know the instant any more robot armadas show up.”
Caden jumped through the house toward the outer wall. He was now convinced that jumping through was the fastest way. Usually he got pulled toward any surface he approached, so it was easiest to jump around just like outside and always have your feet ready to push off of any wall or pillar in the way. Once they emerged from one of the trapdoors, Caden checked Siobhan’s chute. Then he turned, and she did the same for him.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Hell yes!”
“This way,” he indicated. They jumped off together and flew through the sky, weightless.
I can’t believe I’m here. I wonder if the space force would have been so incredible?
Caden doubted it. But he still wondered every few hours.
They jumped from house to house. Caden kept an eye on the distant skies, half expecting to see a fleet of flying enemies approaching. Caden hopped onto the fourth or fifth house and then stopped to look around.
“Should be visible from the other side,” he said. They walked across the outer surface of the house. Every time they reached a “cliff” of the house, they just stepped over it and the cliff face became the new “down”.
He spotted the crate. It was moving slowly away from the house under them toward a nearby one.
“Weird. This has been happening all around us the whole time?” Siobhan asked.
“Yep. Shall we get closer?”
“Telisa and Mag are about three minutes out,” Siobhan said.
“Then we can hop on that crate and wait for them,” Caden said. “If something goes wrong, they’ll be right behind us.”
Siobhan shrugged. “We gotta be team players here,” she said out loud. Her voice expressed resigned disappointment with the sentiment.
“Yeah, okay, we can wait three minutes.”
Caden and Siobhan watched the mysterious container make its way toward the far house. About a minute before the other two arrived, they jumped for the target house. Their jump was too slow, so they each added some boost with small cylinder fans Cilreth had manufactured to help them maneuver in the open air. Just for fun, Caden had mounted his cylinder fans on his ankles.
As they arrived and made practiced landings, Siobhan looked back at the container.
“Wait. The container is moving away. It’s changed course!”
“What’s the situation?” asked Magnus from the far house.
“It turned away from this house as we arrived,” Siobhan told him.
“Okay, I’m having these scouts tie it up.”
A scout flew by and fired a smart rope at the container. It swung by gracefully on the end of the rope, attached a second rope, and spooled out farther to land on Caden and Siobhan’s house.
“That’s one. We need another.”
The container started to strain against the line. The smart rope held it.
A second smart rope wrapped the crate from a third house the container had been headed for. Between the two lines, the crate was trapped.
“I think it’s anchored in place now,” Magnus said.
The container stopped straining against the smart ropes for a moment. Then it started to rise.
“Shit!” Magnus exclaimed.
“We need at least three ties,” Siobhan called. “I’m bringing in another soldier.”
“No, I think we have it,” Telisa said. The container slowed as tension built in the lines.
“Okay so… get it open,” Magnus said.
“It isn’t sturdy,” Caden said. “We can just break it open.”
Magnus directed a soldier to walk out on a line. Everyone saw what he was up to. They all knew the Vovokan legs on the robots were amazingly strong. When the soldier arrived, Magnus adjusted the smart ropes through his link, opening a wide spot. The soldier starting tearing into the box. It pried one of the sides open. Caden saw the door on the box was similar to the ones on the houses: some kind of spring-loaded trapdoor.
Magnus maneuvered closer with a tiny jet of air. He flashed a light into the interior. “It’s one of those black plant creatures,” he said.
Caden moved in closer, his weapon ready.
“Blackvine?” asked Arakaki.
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“It’s an alien creature, possibly intelligent,” Maxsym said.
Caden blinked. What feed is he watching?
“We should release the container and let it be on its way. This is some kind of air car,” transmitted Maxsym.
Everyone digested that for a moment.
“Those Blackvines have only moved a little, a kind of rustling,” said Telisa.
“What does it have on its roots?” asked Siobhan.
Magnus shined the light inside again. “Some kind of a rolling tray.”
“It has no roots,” Maxsym said. “It radiates from a central mass. The supporting members are tendrils just the same as the rest. I don’t think it even has an ‘up’ or ‘down’ in the same sense our bodies do.”
“It’s just a plant. It’s being moved, that’s all. I bet the next container has some other inanimate cargo,” said Caden.
Telisa took a quick peek inside. “It’s either mostly unaware of us… or cowering,” she concluded. “Maybe it’s terrified or the equivalent for its race. We have to let it go. Who knows what kind of damage we are doing to it, or to our relations with it?”
“We need to know if it’s a plant or not,” Caden said. “Can’t you sample it and see what it’s made of?”
“How will that tell us if it’s intelligent?” asked Maxsym. “You’re asking us to just cut a limb off another being? Besides, I already conducted some more humane scans. I know a lot about it.”
“We can go look in another container,” Caden said again.
“Yes. Let’s go,” Magnus said. Telisa released the smart ropes. The container went on its way, tracked by a scout machine.
It took them three hours to catch up to another of the moving containers. When they pried it open, they found the same thing inside.
“It’s a Blackvine,” Caden said. His voice was apologetic.
“That doesn’t mean they are the makers of this space hab,” Siobhan said. “These could just be like feral dogs or cats the habitat’s automated systems take care of.”
“A lot of possibilities,” Telisa said. “But we have to take Maxsym’s assertion more seriously now.”







Chapter 19
 
Imanol tried to help Maxsym out with his new obsession about the Blackvines. At first he did not like Maxsym much, but grudgingly Imanol became aware that Maxsym was more intelligent than he was. Imanol was not sure if that made him like Maxsym or hate him, but at least the biologist had earned respect.
“We asked for an analysis of the Blackvines from the scout logs and all the sensor info from inside the habitat,” Imanol sent back to the Clacker.
“You did? Oh, yes. I have it here,” Cilreth answered.
“You forgot?”
“No, of course not. I have it,” Cilreth said. There was a pause.
“What, hiding back at the spaceship getting too rough for you?” Imanol growled.
“Do you want my help or not, jerk? I’m doing my part here and you know it.”
“Yah, okay let’s have it already.”
She’s acting a little weird. Kind of rattled?
“It’s really amazing!” Cilreth blurted.
Blood and souls, woman.
“Are you feeling okay?” Imanol asked.
“Never better!” Cilreth said.
Now I know something’s wrong. No cynic here today.
“So the results are amazing and mysterious,” Cilreth continued. “These things, they aren’t communicating with one another.”
“They aren’t the sentient species responsible for this place? Of course not. They’re just like feral dogs and cats left behind.”
“Oh, no, they’re clearly very intelligent,” Cilreth said. “They just don’t talk to each other. Incarnate or electronically. In fact, they actively avoid each other. Yet they have been modifying contents of their electronic storage, altering the house courses, even constructing new devices.”
“There’s no way an advanced civilization—”
“You’re looking at one,” Cilreth interrupted. “They don’t talk directly. There’s some kind of system that they use to reserve paths so they don’t see one another.”
“That is a form of communication. They had to create that system, right? That took an agreement.”
“Seems like it from our point of view,” Cilreth said. “But maybe one of them made it and the others just use it.”
“What, like… if I made some shovels and left them sitting around, another person could come along and use them, even though we don’t know each other?”
“Maybe, yes,” Cilreth said. “I don’t know much for sure yet. A Terran society looks very different, very busy talking back and forth, sharing information in all directions, stuff like that. It’s just not happening here.”
“You’re missing something,” Imanol said. “They must have telepathy or some other crazy—”
“No, Imanol, crazy is you reaching to come up with some explanation of why aliens work the same as we do.” Cilreth cut the connection.
Imanol rolled his eyes. Too damn sensitive, he thought. But I’m more wondering about the beginning of the conversation. She seemed out of it. I know she takes Twitch. Maybe she moved on to something else?
“Magnus? Hey. Cilreth is acting strange. I think maybe something happened.”
“Oh no,” Magnus answered over his link.
“What?”
“Shiny is up to something. She can’t tell us because he’s listening, I bet.”
“What? We have some reason to suspect Shiny is behind everything?”
“Our alien friend puts himself first, from time to time,” Magnus said.
“What might he do? How can we stop him?” Imanol asked.
“I’ll look into it,” Magnus said. “The best thing we can do is make sure we stay valuable to him. Then he’ll share the wealth.”
“Does Shiny actually run this outfit?”
“No, but without him, PIT is a lot less than it is now,” Magnus said.
Imanol thought that answer over. “What are you going to do?” he persisted.
“Check for hidden messages. If Shiny is keeping her from telling us something, she’ll try to send us clues. We need to check for any information she’s shuffled around in our area recently. Check your link memory too. Maybe she knows how to drop something off quietly.”
“Okay, I’ll take a look,” Imanol said.
My new job is complicated.
 
***
 
“These devices confound me,” Maxsym said. “Granted, I’m no cyberneticist. But these things don’t even work alike, I think. They seem… often incompatible?”
Maxsym hoped Cilreth would help him analyze the Blackvine creatures. Cilreth was a fellow obsessive type, but she had focused on the Vovokan technology.
Can I rip any of her attention away from it?
“There are different technology lines in flight within the habitat,” Cilreth said. Her voice became even more excited. “There are at least three completely different computer networks running in there. Vastly different. Yet they share a common trinary logic ancestor technology. That must have been a decade ago, at least using the speed that Terrans develop these things.”
“Is that evidence of influence by three different alien civilizations? Any of them look like Trilisk tech?”
“Oh, no. Nothing that advanced. This stuff seems cobbled together. Look, these creatures make all this. Ninety-five percent sure, anyway. It’s just this: they’ve been independently developed from a handful of common ancestors. They don’t talk to one another, and apparently they don’t share their work much, either!”
“Five entities! That’s insane,” Telisa said. Maxsym just then noticed she had joined the conversation ten seconds ago.
“It’s amazing,” Cilreth said.
That’s encouraging. It sounds like she wants to learn more, too, Maxsym thought. His link told him Magnus wanted to talk.
“Something more important has come up,” Telisa said. “We’ve found the Trilisk.”







Chapter 20
 
Magnus had set up a small camp in one of the more defensible buildings. It was smaller, with doors on only two sides. Telisa was there with him. The two senior members of the PIT team were concentrating on finding the Trilisk with Shiny while the others had become distracted by the Blackvine mystery.
Magnus looked at video feeds that had been flagged by his scout army. He saw a very high interest score on one of them.
This could be it.
As soon as he saw a Terran on the feed, his attention was hooked. It was short; a Terran walked along the surface of a building and went through one of the alien trap doors. He had the location. It was near the center of the habitat. The buildings there were larger and more complex.
Everyone needs to see this.
He sent out a high-priority group meeting on a new channel. The team linked in quickly.
“Here is a shot scout nine took from deep within the habitat,” Magnus said. The others watched a Terran in a UED uniform leap from one building to another.
“Colonel Holtzclaw,” Arakaki said.
“The former,” Telisa added. “Now, our Trilisk.”
Arakaki’s mouth moved slightly, but she said nothing.
She wants to ask if his mind is dead, Magnus thought. He considered it. Chances are, her commander is really dead. But you never know.
“We’re in luck! It’s still in the Terran body,” Magnus said. “This is our chance. Everyone, stunners if you have them. Terran target signatures. Configure your weapons to wound if you aren’t using a stunner. We’re half an hour out, or maybe an hour if we try to hang low.”
Magnus rattled off the orders. The team was smart enough to figure that all out for themselves, but saying it out loud could stop a lot of mistakes before they happened.
Magnus took a look at the scouts and soldiers he had available. He told the scouts to move to points along a large tube shape moving through the habitat to the center, so their route would be well monitored. Then he sent over a hundred soldiers from several stations to the area of the sighting to surround the buildings there. He cast a wide net; Magnus wanted to encircle the target without alerting it.
Everyone was ready in record time. The PIT team checked their weapons, closed their packs, and assembled for action. They poured out of the nearest trap door and jumped off from the outside like a flock of birds taking flight.
The unification of purpose is impressive, thought Magnus.
The group stayed close together but made good time, hopping from building to building like superheroes. In the distance, Magnus saw a couple dozen soldier machines on their way along parallel courses.
“There’s a good chance the Trilisk will know you’re coming,” Cilreth told the team. “I suspect it’s using networks running here in the habitat. I’m still learning about how things work in here.”
Magnus did not envy Cilreth’s task. For Cilreth, it was learning one alien system after another. Fortunately Shiny would be able to help her, and he was already familiar with his own Vovokan technology.
They kept up an incredible pace for over fifteen minutes. Magnus had overestimated the time it would take them. When they pressed it, they could outdistance the soldier machines in their new bodies. Though the Vovokan machines could jump off with impressive force, it took them longer to move from one side of a building to the other to make the next jump. But there were already soldier machines out ahead of them that had taken positions around the buildings where they had spotted the Trilisk’s Terran body.
“We have an unbroken perimeter now,” Magnus said. “I doubt it would hold him if he wanted to escape, but at least we should slow him down and we’ll know where he is.”
They made a last series of jumps. Magnus slowed down.
This is it. We’ll know shortly if we’re in over our heads with this thing.
“Bring up your tacticals if you don’t have them already. You’ll see the building. Soldiers will go in first.”
“Incoming!” yelled Caden. Everyone checked his feed and turned the same direction.
“Hold your fire,” Arakaki said. “Those are attendants.”
A small swarm of attendant spheres approached. No one fired. The attendants arrived and augmented the pair everyone already had. Now each team member had five attendant spheres.
“Nice! We’ll need them,” Siobhan said.
“The soldiers are going in,” Magnus said. One hundred and twenty of the machines lined up around fifteen doorways and started to assault. It took less than thirty seconds for them to find resistance. Everyone watched the feeds.
“Machines like we fought before,” Arakaki said. “I saw the flat disc ones.”
“Beetles,” corrected Caden. “And the torpedo-shaped laser ones, the cutters.”
“I’ve got the scouts around here set to alert us for anything. None of the turtles have been spotted, and I doubt there are any in that building,” said Magnus.
They watched the feed for another sixty seconds. Robots killed robots inside. No one caught sight of Holtzclaw in any of the feeds.
“I feel like it’s a trap,” Imanol said nervously. He kept checking all around.
“It might be. Imanol, concentrate on the scout feeds from our flanks. The rest of us can monitor the battle inside.”
“Will do,” Imanol said.
Magnus noticed some of the robots he thought had been killed were showing up in visual feeds of other soldiers in the building. They were fighting other soldiers, too.
Dammit.
“Some of my robots are malfunctioning,” Magnus said.
“Hacked?” Siobhan asked.
Magnus frowned. “Maybe. Probably. A lot of robots dead on both sides. Time to go,” Magnus said.
“Cilreth,” Magnus sent on a private channel. “I see some oddities. Please send remote kill commands to all the soldiers who aren’t online. Repeat, send redundant kill commands to all the soldiers that are supposed to be dead.”
“Got it,” Cilreth said.
Magnus saw there was a wide swath of the building’s center that had not been penetrated. He decided that was where they needed to go.
“Three doors on this side. These two are pretty close together, and both lead to corridors that go deeper into the building,” Arakaki said. She had probably made the same observations.
“We’ll go inside in two groups then,” Magnus said. “Caden and me on point of each group. Arakaki, Siobhan, Imanol, behind Caden. Telisa and Maxsym back me up. I’m going in this left door. Caden’s group on the right.”
Everyone moved. They seemed calm, as if it were another VR drill—another beneficial effect of all the training. They were at the doors faster than their old selves ever could have moved.
Let’s hope it’s fast enough, he thought.
Magnus sent his attendant spheres through first. He saw a corridor with no enemies, so he dove through and joined them. His rifle was up and ready to shoot. He moved down the corridor, half expecting the gravity to shift on him. He could see the visual feeds of the others. He paid more attention to Caden’s feed so he would know if the second group hit trouble.
They accelerated down the corridor. He had working soldier machines within fifty meters of their location. They were headed straight into a hotspot.
I bet the Trilisk is dead ahead.
He sent an attendant ahead to the end of the corridor. He paused to check a side door.
“Telisa, put an attendant on that,” he said, and kept going. Telisa sent a nonverbal acknowledgement through her link. His attendant reached the end.
Gzzzzt. Snap.
The attendant fizzled and popped as it was hit with a laser. Magnus cursed.
He moved closer to the wall on his left. Then it pulled him toward it, sticking him in place. He cursed again. They were almost to the end of the tunnel, but the attractive forces changed here. He started crawling on the “side” wall.
Booom. Booom.
The sounds of shots somewhere ahead echoed in the corridor.
“Stay back just a bit,” he told the others. He contacted the closest soldier and told it to advance into the room ahead of him from another direction. Caden was almost to the end door of his corridor.
“We check together. Keep some of your cover,” Magnus said. Caden sent his assent. Magnus crawled the last couple of meters. He could see the others about five meters behind him. He came to the edge of the end of the corridor. His four remaining attendants were ready to cover him. Up ahead, he saw a couple of the walls of a bigger chamber and some Blackvine junk clinging to surfaces at odd angles.
Magnus raised his rifle to fire. Suddenly he realized the enemy was behind him. He turned around.
 
***
 
Telisa’s heart was pounding as they came to the end of the corridor. She wanted to get to the next room and find some cover. The attractive force shifted, so she started to walk on a side wall. Magnus dropped to crawl forward. Telisa and Maxsym slowed way down, crouching.
Booom. Booom.
“Stay back just a bit. We check together. Keep some of your cover,” Magnus said. The team heard the message but it was tagged for Caden. Telisa saw Caden was at the end of the other corridor as well. Magnus crawled the last couple of meters. He took a quick peek back at Telisa.
We’re exposed out here. Magnus got to the end of the corridor. He sent a quick message out on the channel.
“Our target is here.”
His rifle rose, and then Magnus turned back toward Telisa and Maxsym.
“Keep him in your sight!” Telisa yelled. Then she saw Magnus raise his rifle toward her. She felt confused for a second.
Oh, just like in training. Something is behind us!
Telisa ducked lower to give Magnus a clear shot past her. Something was terribly wrong. Why did he turn his back on the Trilisk? It must be a trap.
Booom. Booom.
Magnus’s rifle thundered. Maxsym went down beside Telisa. It looked more like a fall than a drop to a prone firing position.
Who shot him?
Booom. Smack!
One of Telisa’s attendant drones struck another drone in midair. It had never occurred to her the drones would ever collide. Another drone whizzed by.
What? Whose was that—
Booom.
Magnus shot Telisa. She felt the slug hit her high in the chest, going in above her clavicle. There was no pain. Just a penetrating smack. Then she felt the strength leave her body. She toppled forward from her crouch and met the floor.
Booom.
Another round came in, piercing the top of her arm from Magnus’s direction.
Five entities, what went wrong?
Telisa weakly coughed up bubbles of fluid from her lungs. More loud shots rang out. The last thing she noticed was the taste of blood in her mouth.







Chapter 21
 
Telisa awakened inside a Trilisk column. The clear surface of the inner tube still encased her. She waited as the tube slowly dropped from the ceiling.
Uh oh. Is something wrong with the supersedure?
She saw Cilreth standing outside.
“Hi,” Telisa said aloud as soon as the barrier had dropped below her head.
“Hello, Telisa,” Cilreth said.
“I don’t like that tone. What’s up?”
“You don’t… remember?”
“Five Entities, Cilreth, you’re scaring me. You just stuck me in here, as far as I know. Am I the copy or the original?”
“It’s been days. Your duplicate has been killed,” Cilreth said.
“How? Wait. Why don’t I remember it?”
“I thought you would. I thought… there was a fight. A bad one. Your copies turned on each other. I think the Trilisk can control minds. I guess it must have been able to block your memory upload. Either that, or, it was so traumatic you’ve—”
“No. I would remember,” Telisa asserted.
Suddenly Cilreth became very stiff. She had an odd look on her face.
What? Oh. She is afraid the Trilisk did something to me. Corrupted me instead of doing the memory download.
“It’s really me, Cilreth. Ask Shiny to see. I’ll just wait here.”
Cilreth relaxed incrementally.
“Original Telisa verified,” Shiny’s voice announced in Telisa’s link.
Cilreth smiled.
“Crap. For a second there, I thought…”
“You thought I was about to turn on you.”
“Yeah.”
“The others?” Telisa asked.
“We saw all the copies die except Caden2 and Magnus2. But they’re waking up here, too. So I guess it had them kill each other.”
“I need to catch up. Maybe we all will, if the others don’t get their memories either.”
“Recordings collected, organized, assembled for review,” Shiny buzzed. “Ready for perusal, intake, absorption.”
“Hi Shiny. Thanks. The scouts saw it all?”
“Yes, a lot of it,” Cilreth said. “There were some link records and attendant feeds, too. We have it all ready for you to watch. I’d suggest you go to your room and just soak it all in? You can talk with the others once they’ve accepted what happened.”
Telisa nodded. She left Cilreth and retreated to her room to watch her own death.
 
***
 
“Telisa?” It was Magnus. Telisa had been watching the scout feeds for hours. She had skipped over some of it but took in a lot of the events, including the end.
“Hi. How are you taking this?” she asked.
“No words,” he said.
“Yes. I think I’ve learned something, though.”
“Don’t hunt a Trilisk?”
“I think the Trilisk could control us because we were augmented copies created by the machine. It didn’t control our minds before. It had ample opportunity. I think this is some kind of built-in feature of the copies that makes it much easier.”
Magnus didn’t answer for a moment. “Interesting. But the Trilisks can do almost anything, it seems. Or it may have discovered something here it could use that it didn’t have back on Chigran Callnir.”
“It just makes so much sense. We’re toying with supersedure devices so powerful and complicated. Something its kind built. I believe the Trilisks could learn to control other minds, since the columns can move them around between aliens. But this one would have done that. It’s on the run. It doesn’t have a lot of technology to use, or we would have had no chance. That’s what we already figured out: it had to hunt the Terrans one or two at a time. The augmented copies must have loopholes for any Trilisk to access. Obviously it was able to keep us from getting the memories of what happened.”
“That’s our only hope at this point if we continue,” Magnus said. “We might cut our losses and run.”
“We won’t,” Telisa said, though she heard the reason of his words. “I need to talk with Cilreth about it.”
“Okay. I’ll be around soon.”
Telisa left her room and found Cilreth in Clacker. She had set herself up in a lonely, dark room to concentrate on the computer interfaces. From Telisa’s point of view, it looked like an empty space, but she knew Cilreth had it set up to show her a lot more.
“Oh, hi, Telisa. I see you’re out of the tubes,” Cilreth said. “How are you taking it?”
“You see I’m out? You let me out.”
“How are you taking it?” Cilreth persisted.
“It was so strange watching that video, Cilreth,” Telisa said. “Like watching one of those old action virtuals that used to be popular, when you’d scan your body in and become the star. It wasn’t me, but it was me.”
“It was disturbing. At least we’re alive,” Magnus said, linking into their conversation.
Cilreth nodded.
“We have another… major… problem,” Cilreth said.
“We do?” Telisa asked.
“Shiny,” Cilreth said. “He’s not our Shiny. We’re out here with Shiny2.”
Telisa’s mouth literally dropped open.
“How?” Magnus snapped.
“Shiny copied himself. He pulled some shenanigans with the copy; I don’t know what. I don’t know how. But there are two of him awake at once,” Cilreth explained. Magnus dropped several curses as she spoke. “He has some insurance, I guess, that the improved version wouldn’t turn on him. Plus, remember, the ‘improved’ version is not as much improved with him, as I guess his race already has more genetic augmentation than ours does.”
“He told us he didn’t have the ability to do complicated things with the devices,” Magnus said. “You see? He’s not trustworthy.”
Telisa felt anger at Shiny too. He had lied to them.
“I don’t think he can do it himself,” Cilreth said. “He… Shiny2 kind of implied that it takes the Trilisk AI to do it. It was some kind of prayer.”
“Of course,” Telisa said. “The Trilisk AI is even more than a prayer interpreter and implementer. It’s invaluable for those alone, but it can also be used to manipulate other Trilisk tools that we’d be unable to use otherwise.”
“Anyway… if the Trilisk figures out our Shiny is a superseded copy, then I assume it can take him over, too,” Cilreth said.
“I see you came to the same conclusion. The copies are controllable,” Telisa said.
“Honestly, Shiny told me that was his conclusion.”
“I suppose he wants to run away then, before he gets taken over,” Telisa said.
“He wants to continue the mission,” Cilreth said.
“Meet me in the mess,” Magnus said to Telisa privately.
“I’ll have to think about the mission,” Telisa said. “We can talk about it once everyone is… I almost said ‘themselves again’.”
Magnus dropped out of the conversation. Cilreth nodded. She looked worried.
“Is anything else wrong?” asked Telisa.
“Promise not to be mad?” Cilreth said.
“What’s up?”
“I made a copy too. I’ve been working with her to understand Vovokan tech, with a study of the habitat on the side. We’re on opposite schedules. Every day we sync up.”
“Every day? Wow.”
“Say something.”
“It’s okay. We offered you your copy before.”
“But we aren’t supposed to run both at once.”
“Oh, you mean… one is sleeping while you’re working? I thought you meant the other one is in stasis.”
“That’s not how it worked out,” Cilreth said.
Telisa shrugged. “At least you two are… making lots of progress.”
“Good. Okay, that’s it,” Cilreth said. But Telisa thought maybe she was leaving something out.
 
 
***
 
Telisa met Magnus an hour later and tried to eat. She could not put much down.
“I’m keeping a man prisoner. I’m not doing any better than the UNSF,” Telisa said.
“Oh, the old ‘if we do that we’re no better’ crap? Forget about that,” Magnus said. “Actions are performed under circumstances. If you do things under a different set of circumstances than they do, then you’re different. Are you holding him prisoner to stay in power? Or just to live free? Just to survive?”
“How can we change the world without killing people? Without imprisoning them?”
“Maybe you can’t. At least you’re thinking about that guy and feeling guilty. You think one of the hundred people in charge back home would blink an eye at it?”
“It starts small. Power corrupts, right?”
Magnus nodded. “When I was a kid I used to dismiss that line. But the older I get, the more I see it. I say we just topple the United Nations and let the individual districts run themselves. It won’t be us. That way, they’ll be just like frontier planets. Everyone can make their own local rules, and there’s a place for everybody.”
“I try to tell myself those top one hundred are terrible people. That they deserve what they get.”
“Life is not black and white. You’re old enough to know it. You can still make an improvement. We’re not acting lightly. Don’t turn back. Someone has to do something, and we have the power to do it. And what if you find out some of them are Trilisks?”
“If I knew they were Trilisks, then I would be able to do it. I could give it my all without guilt holding me back. And if there are Terrans who know…”
“Probably no Terran back home knows. Why would a Trilisk reveal itself to a subject?”
Telisa shook her head. “It’s all crazy. I have to tell you something about Cilreth.”
“Yes?”
“Telisa, Magnus. Come here please,” Cilreth urged.
“Telisa. Did you know Cilreth has copied herself?” Imanol sent to her at the same time.
Magnus lifted an eyebrow. Perhaps Imanol was talking to him, too.
They went to the training gathering room, where everyone seemed to be having a confrontation. Caden and Siobhan were just arriving. Telisa saw no sign of Maxsym. Two copies of Cilreth were present. Even knowing about it already, Telisa felt shock to see both of them standing together.
When he saw the new arrivals, Imanol pointed an accusing finger at Cilreth. “As you can see, there are two Cilreths now,” he said. “And I do mean now; they’re both awake.”
“How did you find out?” Magnus asked.
“Just ask Clacker for a crew manifest,” Imanol said. “You’ll see them both. Wait. Did you already know?” Imanol’s voice rose.
“No,” Magnus snapped. “But we all decided for ourselves whether or not to get copies. Our problem is different from that. We now believe the Trilisk can control the supersedure copies.”
Caden’s face showed his reaction to the revelation. He looked surprised, then relieved.
He was wondering why he turned on us. Feeling guilty about it.
“Put her back into a Trilisk column!” Imanol demanded.
“We haven’t all had a chance to think or talk about this,” Cilreth said.
“We’re out there risking our lives, and you’re in here playing with yourself. Literally,” Imanol said. “She has to go away!”
Literally? Is he guessing that? Telisa thought. But I guess I figured as much myself…
“I said give us a second, asshole!” Cilreth said. She turned to confront Imanol. She looked as if she might attack him.
“Give her some room, Imanol,” Telisa said sharply. She walked over to Cilreth.
“How do we even know the right one is going back in?” Imanol persisted.
“Shiny will know,” Telisa said.
“He’s copied too!”
“I’ll verify it myself,” Telisa said. “We can test the strength of her muscle tissue with an electric shock. The Trilisk versions of ourselves are considerably stronger, I can spot it. Ask Maxsym to do the examination if you have to. Surely you would trust his conclusion?”
Imanol finally seemed to acquiesce.
It is a little odd, Telisa thought. Can you really fall in love with yourself?
Telisa shook her head. Terrans could no longer keep up with the ramifications of their own technology, much less when they discovered whole new problems from alien tech overnight.
“We know she has to go back,” Cilreth said quietly. “You’re right, Imanol. You’re just also a nissniss.” Telisa had heard the NSNS insult before: a noisy source/null sink. It basically meant he was a loudmouth waste of air that could not listen or learn.
Imanol is actually none of those, but he’s rude and insensitive, no doubt about that.
“Maxsym, please meet us in one of the tube rooms,” Cilreth sent publicly. Telisa walked them to the rooms. The others remained behind to discuss the situation. Telisa wanted to hear it, but Cilreth needed her more at the moment. Magnus would fill her in later.
Cilreth embraced Cilreth2. Finally they parted.
What did she tell herself? Most likely: I’ll get you back out of there. As soon as I can.
Cilreth2 walked into an open Trilisk tube. The clear barrier rose, surrounding her. Then the opaque part of the tube followed suit until Cilreth2 was out of sight and presumably in stasis.
“Shiny, you have to stay back here and keep a low profile. If the Trilisk becomes aware of you here, you’re a threat, and he can shut you down or just have you kill the rest of us—maybe even yourself.”
“Affirmative, correct, agreement,” Shiny said.
“Can you lock yourself out of Clacker? If you are enslaved over on Thumper, maybe Cilreth can run Clacker here.”
“Negotiation, time sequenced events: Shiny locks out, deauthorizes, disconnects Shiny from Clacker; Terrans kill Trilisk, free Shiny. Shiny access returns.”
“I promise, Shiny.”
“Beginning, embarking, launching.”
“Cilreth,” Telisa said.
Cilreth sent Telisa a private response. “Just a sec. I’ve got to watch him do this…”
Exactly. Good, Telisa thought.
Maxsym arrived.
“Is this an original?” she asked him. Maxsym froze a second, blinked, and then got out the analyzer he had received from PIT.
“You know what? Let’s not trust that thing. Just in case,” Telisa said.
Now I’m getting really paranoid.
Maxsym took her new suggestion without comment.
“I’ll be back,” he said, and scrambled away.
“I’ll have to examine this for a while,” Cilreth said. “What now?”
“Let’s go see what we missed,” Telisa said. “Wait a sec. Maxsym is coming back.”
Maxsym arrived. Telisa did not see any new piece of equipment.
“I need your arm out of the suit,” he said stiffly.
Maxsym needs to relax. It will take him awhile to know us, I guess.
Cilreth told her suit to unclasp along the front. One side of her suit fell aside, and she pulled her arm out. One breast lay exposed, covered only by her super-thin undersheers.
Maxsym looked uncomfortable. He cleared his throat and then proceeded.
Something of a prude? Telisa wondered.
“Lie down, please,” he said.
I feel like a doctor’s assistant here to observe.
Cilreth looked around for something to lie on. This part of the ship was mostly empty, so she shrugged and dropped to the deck.
Maxsym knelt beside her. “I need your hand,” he said. Cilreth lifted it.
Maxsym took her arm and brought it perpendicular to the floor. Then he took a device out of a pocket and touched it to Cilreth’s arm. Telisa heard a soft snap. Cilreth bucked.
“OUCH!” Cilreth yelled. She recoiled. “Could Cthulhu please perform the examination instead?” she said sharply.
“This is the original,” Maxsym said. “An augmented arm would have contracted much more forcefully.” He stood and took out his analyzer. “The suspect device confirms my informal conclusion.”
Suspect device.
Telisa nodded. “Okay. Sorry, Cilreth.” To Maxsym, she said, “It’s not really suspect. But we were bitten by Trilisk technology recently. As you probably guessed, we produced that with a Trilisk trick.”
Maxsym nodded but asked no questions.
Cilreth seemed mollified by his assertion she was the original. She replaced her arm into the suit. “That’s okay,” she said. “No hard feelings, Maxsym. I’m not Imanol,” she added with vitriol.
“I find him very irritating,” Maxsym said frankly.
“Okay, Magnus is waiting for us back by his room. Come along, let’s see if any decisions were made without us!”
The three of them walked to meet Magnus. He looked surprised to see so many of the crew show up.
Maybe he wanted to get me alone, Telisa thought.
“What did we miss?” Telisa said aloud.
“Mostly worry about the other copy: Shiny2,” Magnus said. He met Cilreth’s gaze. “And some gossip about the Cilreths. You’re all the rage on the local grapevine.”
Cilreth laughed. “I guess so.”
“Does Shiny know about the Trilisk control problem?” Telisa asked.
“I doubt it. Suppose you are Shiny2. Do you want Shiny to know you’re a potential Trilisk mind slave? I bet Shiny would just kill his copy,” Cilreth said.
“We need to put Shiny2 away and get Shiny back here,” Telisa said.
“It’s a risk having Shiny2 awake,” Magnus agreed. “One good thing is that our copies didn’t know about it.”
“Oh, yes. I forgot about that. Do you think the Trilisk has access to their knowledge?”
“No way to know,” Cilreth said. “I’m going to try to get a message out to Shiny. Get him to come help us.”
“Don’t hold your breath. He’s a long way away,” Telisa said.







Chapter 22
 
Maxsym stared up at the jagged buildings in the sky. They were amazing.
I’ve seen these before. My other self. Do I remember that?
Maxsym decided he did not. Their familiarity came from the scout robot feeds he had watched during his review.
The rest of the team must have been having similar thoughts. They stared up at the sky for long moments. Everyone wore a flat parachute pack on their back. A squad of twenty or thirty Vovokan attendant spheres flew out of the port behind them and spread out into the sky.
Our friendly alien searching for our not-so-friendly alien.
“We don’t know if the Trilisk moved or not,” Magnus said. “We lost vision in the area after the last battle. I don’t want to make any assumptions. We’ll move forward to a point halfway between here and the center of the habitat and gather more intelligence.”
“Learning more about the Blackvines might help somehow,” Maxsym said. He could not help but try to get himself some more time to study the creatures. He worried his plug might be too transparent, but despite his motivation, what he said might be true.
“I agree,” Telisa said. “You keep learning about them. Cilreth is still learning about the networks of the habitat, so work closely with her.”
Maxsym nodded enthusiastically.
Anything to focus on these amazing creatures rather than fight the other, so deadly one.
He heard a new noise. He looked down into the depression that surrounded the lock. Four large walking machines stomped up through the entrance. Each was the size of a land car.
“Those don’t look like any of Magnus’s machines,” Siobhan noted.
“They’re Vovokan walkers. War machines. Shiny can fit inside, but they can run themselves as well,” Telisa said. The walkers hopped out of the depression on powerful legs. Then they jumped into the sky. Maxsym felt a sense of wonder watching them fly up among the houses, growing smaller and smaller until they disappeared into the distance.
He looked across the flat, lit surface on the interior of the habitat.
Those black creatures created all this? Hard to believe.
Maxsym went over what he knew of them. Slow moving creatures, seemingly solitary, perhaps phobically so. They pretended to be sessile in the presence of strangers. Or else they were somehow gripped by panic or overcome by an instinctual need to freeze. He suspected from his analysis so far they used both asexual and sexual reproduction. Obviously, the creatures were intelligent.
“So how does a society function without communication?” he said aloud.
“They communicate. Not directly,” Telisa said. “They change the environment around them. That is a kind of communication, really. They put entries into their shared travel reservations. They leave behind machines that can be conveniently used or cannibalized.”
“It seems so very… less efficient than direct communication.”
“Perhaps. Yes, I think so. The other creatures we’ve met made more use of communication. I’d say it is an advantage. Just not one that every type of creature in the universe enjoys.”
“What could be the evolutionary pressure for such extreme individualism?”
“Disease,” Imanol said. “They have to stay away from each other.”
Maxsym nodded. “Possible, I suppose.”
“Perhaps they’re very violent,” Caden said. “Or maybe there isn’t enough food for all of them.”
“Sunlight? Should be plenty.”
“Here, yes,” Caden continued. “What if their home planet had only a few sunny spots in dense jungles and they had to fight to the death over them?”
“If only we could just ask one,” Siobhan said.
“I bet they don’t even know,” Maxsym said. “Would any of them serve as historian? They each only acknowledge and accept themselves. They would have to be immortal.”
“Maybe they are,” Siobhan said.
Maxsym nodded. He doubted the creatures were immortal, but he had not managed to perfect any models of their internal metabolism to try to find out. Perhaps if they would let him sit out the hunt… but they would just assume he was afraid now because his superior copy died.
And they would be right, to some degree, he thought. But truly, I could do Terra more good learning about the Blackvines than playing space mercenary. Telisa seems happy to let me study them. She understands.
Yet Maxsym knew he was also part of the combat team. In a group so small, everyone needed more than a specialty. They were each scientist, explorer, soldier, and… entrepreneur? Maxsym sincerely hoped he would not have to actually play businessman.
I think I’d rather face the Trilisk than sell an artifact to anyone on the frontier.







Chapter 23
 
Cilreth received a link request from Telisa as she showered at the beginning of her shift. She welcomed the chance to talk, since she was not absorbed in work yet and she had been lonely since the PIT team had relegated Cilreth2 back to the Trilisk column that created her.
“Hi, Cilreth. We need to understand the Blackvine’s systems here better,” Telisa said. “Shiny thinks we could track the Trilisk that way. Maxsym is studying them as well. Can you try to find out what Shiny knows so we’re in the loop?”
“Will do,” Cilreth said. “I’ll put my studies of Clacker on hold. I need a break anyway.”
“What do we know so far? Their technology is kinda mix and match?”
“Yes. I think of a race of brilliant but isolated geniuses, like a collection of Da Vincis, Einsteins, and Cardires who hate each other.”
“Not hate each other, really,” Telisa said. “Because then they would fight or secure their discoveries against the others. It’s as if they’re plain oblivious to each other.”
“Yes, but not oblivious either. They use that reservation system to avoid running into each other.”
“Afraid of each other?” Telisa suggested.
“Maybe. Who knows? Maybe there isn’t even a human word for what they are to one another. They’re freakin’ aliens.”
“We can build a model of them once we have enough information. No matter how strange they are, we’ll figure out how to predict their behavior better. Right now, I’m thinking they’re afraid of anything alive other than themselves. Xenophobic of anything other.”
“Okay. Well, that’s out of my league. You figure them out, and I’ll just try to understand their networks.”
“You said networks. I’m guessing there’s more than one because different Blackvines made different ones.”
“Yes, I believe so. About half of them use one, and there are two other minority networks and a few other experiments that probably never took off.”
“Let us know if you find the Trilisk,” Telisa said and disconnected. The communication was a bit abrupt, but Cilreth had grown used to that. People in the field had other things to worry about. They did not mean to be rude or bossy; they were just trying to stay alive.
Cilreth considered waking Cilreth2 to help. Then she went even further in her imagination.
Should I make a third copy? She could study the Blackvine system, and I could stay focused on the Clacker. Of course, the copy will be just like me and be pissed to get stuck with the other job.
Cilreth decided it was too soon to make another copy. Besides, what would the others say when they found out?
They did the same thing. They just run with one asleep, is all. This is better.
Cilreth left her little control room to wake up her copy.
 
***
 
Only a day later Cilreth contacted the team to give them an update.
“Shiny has done most of the work here. I’ve learned a lot, but he’s way ahead. He’s started passive monitoring of the networks, and he’s analyzing it all real time. We think the Trilisk is still inside the central buildings of the habitat.”
“No reason for it to leave. It easily deflected us before,” Arakaki said.
“Can you shut it down? Keep it out of the Blackvine systems?” Telisa asked.
“Can we take over?” Magnus said.
“No, and we wouldn’t want to anyway,” Cilreth said. “We would tip our hand. This way we can track it. The Trilisk only shows up for a few hours at a time. It’s weird. During those few hours, it’s all over the Blackvine systems like crazy. Then it goes away for most of a day. I should add there’s no way for us to keep it from knowing where we are the same way. It probably saw you coming before.”
“We could time an attack for… when it’s not there?”
“Well first, we can find its location. Second, we can use the timing to our advantage. But the clincher is, these systems are wide open. There’s no stopping anyone from using them. There simply is no security whatsoever other than through obfuscation, which is a low initial barrier. These aliens use no security, I guess. See? Their brand of antisocial behavior really does indicate they are incognizant of one another.”
“How long until we can pinpoint the Trilisk?” asked Magnus.
“I’m thinking a day or two. Shiny has made it a priority. I’m trying to duplicate his collection scheme on our scout robots. Probably not necessary, but it helps me to keep up, and a redundant collection system couldn’t hurt.”
“We’ll prepare. The Clacker is still making machines. Shiny has a lot of attendant spheres out here now. They’re flying around everywhere.”
Telisa and Magnus dropped out. Arakaki stayed on.
“Cilreth? Can you hook me in to your duplicate network? I need whatever you have. Even weak clues are good enough to work with.”
“What are you up to?”
“I’ve hunted this thing before, and I’m doing it again. I’m just asking for some help, is all.”
“Okay, I’ll set you up with what I have. It’s going to be confusing. I’ll keep working on making it better.”
“Thanks,” Arakaki said. For once, Arakaki’s voice seemed to soften. “I appreciate your help. I really need to get this bastard.”
“Did it kill… your friend?” Cilreth asked.
“What friend?”
“Magnus mentioned you lost someone close,” Cilreth said. “Sorry, I’m too nosy.”
“Oh. Well that Trilisk killed a lot of my friends. But my… my soul mate was killed by the UNSF.”
“Oh,” Cilreth said in a small voice. “Say… I have an experiment I’d like to try. I’ve been thinking about editing out our presence from the Blackvine detectors.”
“Yeah? To keep us from being picked up by the Trilisk?”
“Yes. I can’t stop the detector from seeing you, but the system is so wide open, I could tag you through your attendant sphere or a nearby scout and then drop transmissions related to you from the reporting network. If it works the way I think it will, you would be invisible to anything relying on the Blackvine sensors to track you.”
“Sign me up.”
 
***
 
Magnus felt stir-crazy waiting for the next chance at the Trilisk. He sat in a building deep within the habitat PIT was using as a temporary headquarters for their second attempt at finding the Trilisk. The only one taking it harder was Caden, who had a similar need for action. He checked Cilreth’s schedule. He no longer knew when she was awake and when she was asleep, so he put in a low-priority connection.
“Hi Magnus,” Cilreth answered.
“Cilreth, do we have anything?”
Cilreth laughed. “Of course we would let you know, Magnus.”
“Well how about some suspicions?”
“We don’t—wait a second.”
“What is it?” Magnus sat up straight.
“It’s probably not related. Shiny says he found an insane Blackvine.”
“Insane?”
“I’m as confused as you are. Hooking you in.”
Magnus joined a wider channel in midconversation. Telisa was asking Shiny questions.
“How do you know it’s interacting with other Blackvines?” Telisa said.
“Tracking, watching, recording movements,” Shiny answered. “Entering reservations into movement system for entities other than itself. Storing historical recordings.”
“They have writing?”
“Individual under surveillance, examination, scrutiny uses special data storage formats for events, occurrences, incidents,” Shiny said. “Also owns simple texts. Possibly from previous, earlier, precursor Blackvines.”
“You called it insane?” Magnus interrupted.
“This individual not within species norm. Abnormal, dysfunctional, insane.”
“It acknowledges the other Blackvines, so it’s crazy?” Magnus said.
“Theory: Abnormal, dysfunctional, insane individual serves vital leadership, coordination, oversight function,” Shiny said.
“They’re more like us than we thought,” Cilreth said. “Their leaders are insane.”
“A few brilliant individuals have made huge differences in Terran society. Maybe it’s not crazy. It may have made a breakthrough that made it aware of the whole of its race,” Telisa said.
“There’s more,” Cilreth said. “Shiny and I found it because it’s making a new kind of robot. This new type is killing off scouts and attendant spheres.”
“Uh oh. We’re not welcome here,” Magnus said.
“Not surprising,” Telisa said. “We come in here, fill the place with weird robots, terrorize the populace—”
“Terrorize?” asked Cilreth.
“These creatures are extremely isolated and antisocial. Just being nearby causes them to freeze. We thought they were plants, by the Five. They’re not. They just freeze up when we barge in. It could be traumatizing to them, for all we know.”
“Shiny. Could you compose a message in their language? Tell them we’re leaving soon. We just need the Trilisk. You could explain we haven’t come to hurt them.”
“Translation too difficult, challenging, costly,” Shiny said.
“You translated our Englese within a few days,” Telisa pointed out.
“Existing language corpus miniscule, tiny, severely limited. Cross-indexable contextual information unavailable. Very difficult.”
“Ah. Shiny was able to examine our net filled with billions of Terrans sharing things with each other, associated with images, video, all sorts of stuff, and he could observe a huge number of conversations in Englese at the time,” Magnus said.
“You guys are missing the obvious explanation,” Telisa said. “This is the Trilisk. Or a Trilisk. Think about it. It’s taken over a Blackvine body and is using it as a social creature would. It’s manipulating the Blackvines. That sounds like a Trilisk to me.”
After a moment of thought, Cilreth said, “That’s a strong theory. Maybe we should go in and… do we just attack it?”
“No. We have to be sure about it,” Telisa said. “It may not be a Trilisk at all, or it may be a different one.”
“It’s going to be dangerous. Let’s just send some attendants or scouts to check it out,” Magnus said.
“Remember the new robots I mentioned? They’re basically flying lasers about the size of a laser rifle. They carry enough charge to kill a couple scouts, and one or two attendants or a soldier machine.”
“How many does it have?” Telisa asked.
“Twenty to thirty,” Cilreth said.
“Then we’ll go in and check it out,” Telisa said.
“Suicide,” Cilreth said.
“We have to know. I’ll use the stealth sphere.”
“No. You don’t get to use it all the time,” Magnus said. “I want to do it.”
Telisa sighed. “I have the most popular toy. Maybe Shiny can pray us up another?”
Magnus waited for Telisa to make her decision.
“Maxsym can do it,” Telisa said.
“What!” exclaimed Magnus and Cilreth at once.
“He’s interested in the Blackvines. More so than the Trilisk. And he’s green. This will be good for him. With the stealth sphere, he’ll be okay.”
Well, maybe, as long as the Trilisk doesn’t know how to sense him some other way.
“If he turns the job down, pass it to me,” Magnus said.







Chapter 24
 
Be careful what you wish for, Maxsym thought.
Maxsym had accepted the task proposed by Telisa, though he felt ambivalent. His intense interest in Blackvines and a desire to please the PIT team drove him to accept. Yet since he had decided to go, he kept contemplating the danger.
Telisa had given him a powerful artifact used for cloaking his presence. The main question was whether or not it really worked with Trilisks around.
“I’m almost there,” Maxsym said. His voice sounded calm in his own ears.
I can do this.
A trio of attendant spheres led Maxsym to his target. He jumped through the sky as Caden and Siobhan had learned to do. He had a pair of emergency booster fans he could use for a limited time to alter his course if necessary. The attendants floated well ahead of him rather than orbiting in order to avoid giving him away. Four soldiers trailed him by a hundred meters, ready to provide a light cover if he had to run. It all helped to make him feel safe. But errant thoughts continued.
If it’s a Trilisk and it wants me dead, I’ll be dead.
It took a half hour to fly through the bright skies to the location of the mysterious Blackvine. Maxsym tried to lose himself in the navigation so he would not become more nervous. Finally the target building was growing large before him as he came in to drop on it.
His guides exploded into clouds of black gas and shrapnel. Maxsym looked to the skies. He spotted one of the alien robots, probably one of the ones that had fired. It was smaller than he was, darting by like a flying rifle with stubby fins. Some archaic reference to sharks with lasers lurked in his mind, but he could not dredge it up.
Maxsym landed without a sound, thanks to the stealth device. He walked toward the nearest door. He tried to step lightly anyway, just a by-product of his nervousness and desire to stay hidden.
He found a door and almost opened it. He thought about opening the door but decided not to risk giving himself away. As he hesitated, he saw a nearby window. Maxsym moved over and looked in. He did not see anything in the room beyond. For a moment Maxsym recalled a memory: a haunted house amusement he had visited as a child. It had been full of junk just like this place. He suppressed the chill and walked on.
A hundred meters behind him, one of the soldiers was spotted. It exchanged fire with another Blackvine robot and destroyed it. The soldier retreated, but two more enemies flew in and killed it. The other three soldiers backed away without being spotted.
Maxsym went back to the door and let himself in.
Inside the house, he immediately heard a low rustling.
As of the leafy tendrils of a Blackvine moving around.
Maxsym swallowed a sudden new burst of fear.
Okay, so you’re afraid. Fine. Just learn. Be observant, he told himself.
He moved forward through the room. He chose an open passageway toward the source of the sounds. When the gravity shifted to his right, he expected it. Slowly his unconscious mind was learning the rules by which the artificial system worked, though he could not yet put it into words.
When Maxsym walked into the next room, he saw the Blackvine moving around next to a large machine. It was shocking to see it move. Even though his rational mind had known for days that it could move, part of him still thought of it as a sessile plant.
So surreal. That big black plant is moving! Another living alien within arm’s reach.
He watched it for another few seconds. The Blackvine worked on complex devices arrayed along two walls that faced each other. The artificial gravity held the apparati down in opposite directions on each wall.
Maxsym realized he had been silent on his link channel. That probably was not kind to the others.
“I have target in sight,” he sent.
That sounds terse and professional. I hope they don’t hear the quaver in my mental state.
“Feeding you the scan,” he continued. Maxsym activated the Vovokan scanner device they had given him to evaluate the Blackvine. After a second, the response came back.
“It’s not a Trilisk augmented body,” Cilreth said.
“You’re sure?” Maxsym said.
“Yes.”
Maxsym quietly released a huge amount of tension. He took a deep breath.
“So it’s safe.”
“Not by a long shot,” Telisa said. “It could still kill you. We don’t know much about these things. I would guess that if you show up, it will just run away, but who knows?”
“Shiny said this one was special.”
“Insane, he said!” Telisa reminded him.
“Insane in a way that would make it safer for us, not more dangerous,” Maxsym said, though he hardly believed it. He was convincing himself of it, not Telisa.
The creature worked steadily away on its machines. It had two tools in its grasp. Maxsym wondered if it was what created the new type of flying robots. He felt less fear of it now that he knew it was not a Trilisk.
We’re the aggressors, here. We came in with an army of robots.
He had examined the Blackvines fairly carefully. He did not believe they possessed any natural weapons deadly to Terrans. This one held some tools, but they did not look threatening. It was using them on the equipment before it.
Maxsym turned his stealth sphere off.
The Blackvine moved slightly away from him as he became visible. It rotated slightly, flattening its tendrils into a roughly disc-shaped fan.
Its optical sensors are there in the center. It’s literally moving its arms out of the way to get a good, long look.
“Amazing,” Maxsym whispered. The creature rustled as it moved. It sounded just like a tree in the wind.
Maxsym realized he had no way of making any progress. In fact, he may have made an enemy of the creature just by showing up.
Holding my open hands apart means nothing to it. Speech means nothing… aha!
Maxsym removed a flashlight from a side pocket of his pack and put it on the table halfway between them, then he moved back.
The creature advanced. It turned the open disc toward his gift. Then it retrieved the flashlight. The device had a manual activator as well as a link connection. The creature rapidly found the manual activator.
Of course. It is used to picking up things made by other Blackvines all the time. It always has to figure out the work of other Blackvines.
It turned back to regard Maxsym again.
What next?
Maxsym knew what he wanted. More samples. He removed a micropuncture device and loaded an empty vial into it. He plucked it against his neck and filled it with his blood. Then he loaded the device with another empty vial. He slowly put it all on the worktable.
The Blackvine tried the micropuncture tool. It placed the tool against one of its tendrils. The vial filled with black fluid. Then it put the vial back on the table and took the vial of Maxsym’s blood.
That was stunningly easy. It must be highly intelligent.
“Perfect,” he said quietly. “Two scientists. We understand each other, in that we both want to learn about the other.”
“Maxsym. How’s it going in there?” Telisa asked over the link.
“Well. Very well.”
 
***
 
Arakaki launched herself toward another house. She was aware of many of the Blackvine detectors around her since she had added a feed from the scouts and attendant drones that picked out the detectors all around and marked them on a map. As long as Cilreth’s hack kept working, she hoped to remain invisible to the Blackvine network, and hopefully the Trilisk.
She’s a valuable asset to the team.
In Arakaki’s mind, Cilreth’s judgement was a bit off, though. Seriously, duplicating and working alongside a copy of herself? Likely more than just work, too.
She must have just been lonely. She only has Shiny for company up there. But anything like that affects all of us. Our lives are on the line, so she should have told us.
Arakaki paused and smiled as she landed on the next building.
Hypocrite. Just like you should have told everyone you’re hunting the Trilisk all by yourself.
Arakaki froze. Something moved up ahead. She saw something dark move through the window. She dropped to her stomach and moved forward slowly. She had to reach the window, turning her head aside uncomfortably to avoid showing herself. Then she moved her head over the window and peeked.
One of the Blackvines moved about inside the building.
That thing is working in there. Is it working with the Trilisk? Hell, is it the Trilisk?
Arakaki could not know the answer, at least not without an analysis by Cilreth or Shiny. She moved slowly away from the window, turned an outside corner, and stepped away.
“I found a Blackvine here,” Arakaki said. “It’s working away on something. I have no idea what. If the Trilisk left Holtzclaw’s body and went into one of these plant things, we’re going to have to start catching them. Or something.”
“Hi,” Cilreth replied after a moment. “Chances are, that’s just a Blackvine and we detected its activity. At this point, we can’t tell the difference between the Blackvines near the center of the habitat and the Trilisk. Sometimes the Blackvines move around, and they seem to leave the network for a while just as it does. I’ll mark that one you just saw as a Blackvine so we can weed its signals out from the tracker.”
“Weed?”
“Sorry.”
“Okay, but like I said, if the Trilisk knows how to supersede one of those things, we’re back to square one.”
“If you slip an attendant in, we can be sure.”
“Copy that.”
Arakaki found a nearby door. She took control of one of her attendant spheres, then kneeled to push the door open for it to fly inside. She stayed outside, on all fours.
“Maxsym is moving in on one of the Blackvines now,” Telisa said.
“Really? I hope you are backing him up.”
“That wasn’t possible,” Telisa said. “He has the stealth sphere, though.”
That man is razor sharp. But he needs experience, she thought. But Telisa and Magnus know that.
“Let me know how it goes,” she said. “My sphere is in there.”
“I have it,” Telisa said. “Just a vanilla Blackvine you have there. It helps that you verified it, though. We can filter this one’s noise out of the system.”
“Okay. Good. I’ll move on to another hotspot.”
“Good luck. If you catch sight of anything, don’t go in alone. I don’t care if you have a death wish; it’s about us too.”
“Acknowledged.”
I don’t have a death wish. Not anymore, anyway. I kind of like my new life.
Arakaki helped her attendant back out, then she launched herself into the sky toward a distant building. She had one of her attendants give her a slight boost.
Amazing how quickly one gets used to jumping around like a superhero.
She opened up her mental workspace where she saw the updates on the data Cilreth and Shiny were using to try to find the Trilisk. Things were quiet at the moment, but she picked a different spot that had shown bursts of activity earlier in the day.
Ten minutes later she was near another area with clues. It was one of the hot zones. According to Shiny, there was about a 20 percent probability the Trilisk was within five kilometers of her position. A scout robot was about two kilometers away from her, jumping from building to building in a slow search pattern.
Let’s see. It likes big buildings. Probably needs lots of supplies for whatever it’s cooking up. It had to have come here for some reason, probably needed some technology it could find here.
Arakaki caught some movement from the corner of her eye. A Terran walked away from her on the edge of a distant building.
Shit! It’s Magnus… Magnus2, anyway.
Arakaki watched just long enough to be sure. There were no Vovokan spheres orbiting the other Magnus. They had probably been destroyed, since they would give away the position directly to Shiny unless they had been suborned. Magnus2 slipped into one of the trap doors gracefully.
I have to tell the others. Maybe get some distance first.
Arakaki used her attendants to veer away. She marked the map with her find. As she flew away, she considered the ramifications of what she had seen.
Shit. This means Caden2 could be alive as well. We assumed they were dead. But they’re still slaves! And they’re in the improved bodies.
“Magnus? This is Arakaki. You’re not going to like what I’ve scouted.”







Chapter 25
 
Magnus sat alone in his large quarters aboard the Clacker. He had been disturbed ever since learning that Magnus2 still lived.
He is just like me—except a slave to that thing. Unless it killed his mind when it took over.
It made it easier to consider that perhaps the mind of Magnus2 had already been expunged. If they had to face Magnus2, he had to be ready to treat him like any other deadly enemy. That was only the first problem, getting his head around killing his copy. The next problem was harder: how?
Faster and stronger than me. With all my knowledge. Right now, is he trying to outthink me the way I’m trying to outthink him? Or is it only the Trilisk mind, rummaging through his memories like a drawer full of odds and ends?
Telisa let herself in. She walked across his room and joined him on the bed.
“Penny for your thoughts,” she said.
Magnus had no idea what a penny was, but the inquiry was clear.
“Magnus2 and Caden2 are bad news,” he said. “They’re fast. We may just have to overwhelm them with some heavy firepower. Something of Shiny’s.”
“Grenades are useless,” Telisa said. “The targeting signature would have to include you. Even our weapons are going to be dangerous because we have to remove you and Caden from our target blacklists. Our weapons will fire at you. The rounds won’t avoid you.”
Magnus nodded slowly. “I trust you and the rest of the team,” he said.
“We’ll use stunners again. And set the rounds for glancing hits.”
“Too risky. This is serious business. We’re going to have to shoot to kill. We know they will be.”
Because they already did it once.
“You can shoot yourself?”
“He’s not himself, not anymore. We were so crazy to use the Trilisk machines.”
“We had no idea. I don’t think we have to kill them, though. Maybe we can use sleep gas.”
Magnus got link requests from the others. He saw in his PV that a group was forming to discuss the attack plan. Magnus linked in.
Caden and Siobhan were arguing about whether or not they could defeat Caden2.
“Let’s back up,” Magnus said. “We have three enemy combatants. All Terrans. We have them outnumbered. We can bring all the soldiers we have.”
“They have their own army of robots,” Caden said.
“The whole army probably isn’t there,” Cilreth said from the Clacker. “We could detect that pretty easily. They may have a few choice ones nearby, though.”
“We should strive for surprise,” Imanol said. “That’s as large of an advantage as their superbodies.”
“We have something they don’t,” Arakaki said. “The attendant spheres. They don’t have them.”
“The Trilisk must have destroyed them to keep Shiny from spying,” Imanol said.
“Or hacked them to serve it,” Cilreth said.
“If it’s that powerful, we’ve lost,” Siobhan said.
“It’s doing something here. It has its own agenda. We need to disrupt its plans,” Telisa said.
“We’ll go in with more attendant spheres like Arakaki said,” Magnus said. “They make a huge difference. They can intercept projectiles, scout for us, everything. It could be the edge we need.”
“They’ll expect it. They know what we know,” Caden said.
“They don’t know we have a Trilisk-vulnerable Shiny copy. And the old us thought Cilreth wasn’t copied, either. That’s a stroke of luck,” Telisa said.
“We have to do something to fool ourselves. How do you do that?” Imanol said.
“You select a strategy at random,” Maxsym said. “Or we can select from a different pool of ideas. Magnus2 is out there. Maybe Caden2 as well. So the rest of us, excluding those two, need to come up with possible plans. Then we randomly choose from them. That would be hard for Magnus2 and Caden2 to anticipate.”
“Let’s eliminate what you expect, Caden,” Siobhan said. “What would you expect us to do?”
“Run away. Because I know Caden2 can defeat all the originals put together. He’s too fast, too strong.”
Siobhan rolled her eyes. “Such modesty.”
“I’m saying it like it is. I’m the best, the Blood Glades champion. Then you made me superhuman.”
“How about you, Magnus?” asked Siobhan.
Magnus was silent for a moment.
“I would expect Shiny to come fight this time. Like he did on Chigran Callnir. He has enough powerful battle machines to kill Magnus2 and Caden2 just like he defeated Arakaki’s UED force.”
“Then we’ll borrow some. But he’s not coming.”
“We might have another small edge,” Siobhan said.
“Yes?” Cilreth prompted.
“There was something when Magnus2 shot me,” Siobhan said. “Or when he shot Siobhan2. A surviving attendant caught an image of a look on his face. He didn’t want to do it. I could see it.”
“So you mean they might have been forced to shoot, but they’re still on our side?”
“Exactly. I don’t know if the Trilisk can read their minds just because it can control their bodies.”
“We have to assume the worst,” Magnus said. “The Trilisk is capable of amazing things. Obviously this one is a bit down and out, not having an AI to pray to and all, but it still has a lot of amazing tricks.”
“What you saw probably doesn’t mean anything,” Maxsym said. “How could you tell between a look of defiance against an order from a look of hatred, or from the random look a body taken over by an alien might have? The look could have been a random spasm as the brain function changed. Or it could have been a brilliant immortal alien deceiving you.”
Siobhan shrugged. “Maybe it was nothing.” Her voice said she did not believe it.
“We can use the Clacker’s weapons. Carve up the habitat. Then go into the debris and pluck the Trilisk out of there,” Caden said.
“We most certainly will not destroy this civilization to grab that one alien,” Maxsym said.
“We can’t destroy the habitat,” Telisa agreed. “But I’m willing to smash a couple of the houses if we have to. The Trilisk is worth so much alive, but maybe we should resolve ourselves to just blowing them up. Surely Shiny can make us some bombs.”
“We have a lot of stunners in our hands. The soldiers have more. Even our faster selves can’t outrun a sonic blast.”
“They’re wearing Veer suits that can deploy countermeasures. They’ll have their stun protection deployed all the time. My chain lightning gun—”
“You can’t bring it,” Magnus said. “I thought that over. I know how deadly it is. If you showed up with it, I would close with you and steal it. Use it.”
“The stealth sphere can hide me,” Telisa said.
Magnus shook his head. “The Trilisk might defeat it.”
“Well no one said this was safe. Nothing near safe,” Caden said.
“Why did they keep Magnus2 around?” Siobhan asked. “Wouldn’t the Trilisk just want to kill them when it was done using them against us?”
“Perhaps it wanted to use that body,” Telisa said.
“Yes, it may well be in Caden2 or Magnus2 by now.”
“Your idea is interesting, Maxsym,” Siobhan said. “But there is another way to fool them. We can do the impossible. Then they won’t anticipate it.”
“We’re listening,” Arakaki said.
“Oh, I have no idea. Just saying.”
Telisa smiled. “We have their position.”
“How? Blackvine monitoring?”
“Actually, their links. They did not turn them off. We picked up their signals near where Arakaki spotted Magnus2. Both Caden2 and Magnus2, it looks like.”
“Could be a deception,” Imanol said.
“A trap,” Arakaki said at the same time.
“That’s weird,” said Siobhan. “Why wouldn’t they turn their links off? They know we’re coming.”
“They’re not afraid of us,” Caden said. “I would use the link to draw us into a trap.”
Magnus nodded. “The Trilisk may even want us to come in and fight them instead of it. So it makes them easy to spot. The situation is probably amusing to it: we used its machines to duplicate ourselves, and now we have to pay the price.”
When the PIT team had copied themselves, they had ended up with cloned links as well. They all had to reconfigure their links with new authorizations and IDs so everyone could be correctly identified and have security and privacy.
The conversation continued, but Magnus drifted off in his own thoughts. He had been brooding for a long time about what to do against himself. At first he thought it would not be possible, going down the rabbit hole of strategy and anticipation of strategy. But what Siobhan said stuck in his mind.
Her statement can serve well enough as a random seed to my thought process, since Magnus2 does not have Siobhan2 around.
The impossible? That could be the impossible to accomplish, or something you would never do no matter what.
So that’s exactly what I’ll do, if it comes to it.







Chapter 26
 
Telisa stood on the outside surface of an alien building, looking out toward the center of the habitat. She brought up her link map. Cilreth and Shiny had plastered huge amounts of data all over their working layer, but Telisa filtered it to the bottom line: there was the building that held the Trilisk. And according to link transmissions, it also held Magnus2 and Caden2. It was less than ten kilometers away.
She switched to a view of the lock entrance PIT used to enter and exit the habitat. It had turned into a bridgehead. Vovokan war machines walked along the “sky” around the depression while squads of spherical machines flew off into the air around the houses in waves.
This is not really us, Telisa thought. We never set out to be a military unit.
“I hope you’re not really taking that stunner,” Magnus said from behind her.
“Do you really think I can shoot you with anything else?”
“Magnus2 has killed before, and he’ll do it again, under the control of the Trilisk. Take a real weapon. There are some over there in that case,” Magnus said, pointing to an equipment cache they had loaded off the shuttle. “And answer your own question before you come along.”
Telisa looked at her stunner. It felt tiny and powerless in her hand.
“You won’t have the chain lightning gun anymore, either,” Magnus pointed out. They had disguised the weapon and put it into a soldier machine nearby. Siobhan had devised the plan, and Magnus thought it was good. No one would suspect the chain lightning gun was so close. Siobhan could activate it in extreme circumstances. Even if Caden2 and Magnus2 got a good look at the group, they would not spot the weapon and would assume it had been left behind.
Telisa walked over to the weapons cache. She asked the case what it held, and it gave her a manifest. She opened the case and took out a powerful laser rifle. She slung the new weapon over her shoulder and put the stunner back at her belt, just in case. But as Magnus urged, she had made her decision. If she had to shoot, she’d do so with a lethal weapon.
Within minutes the assault was ready. The PIT forces had moved in from several angles, including Magnus’s soldiers, Shiny’s attendants and walkers, and the team members themselves. Telisa could see their approach path in her tactical.
Whump. Whump. Whooosh.
All around, the Vovokan walkers started shooting.
“What are they shooting at?” asked Siobhan, alarmed by the noise.
“They’re launching seeker missiles that patrol the area,” Cilreth said. “They don’t need a target yet. It’s just part of how Vovokans control the battlefield.”
“Wow. I guess I’m glad he’s on our side,” Siobhan said.
“And that’s not their specialty,” Telisa said. “I believe Vovokans are much better at subterranean warfare.”
Siobhan nodded. “In their case, I guess subvovokan would be a better word,” she said.
Magnus signaled everyone, so they jumped off on the approach path. Here and there, each of them took nudges from attendants nearby as they flew toward the next building. Everyone had a set of cylinder fans, but they had planned to save the fan energy for emergencies.
“They must know we’re coming,” Arakaki transmitted. “I believe Cilreth and Shiny said they would cover our approach as best they could, but the task would be difficult. Once it’s clear that the attack has been seen, they’ll forget about masking the robotic forces and concentrate on keeping this team off the Blackvine sensors.”
They may have other ways of seeing us coming, Telisa thought. Especially if the Trilisk is actively helping.
They hopped past the first building and onto the next. Everyone was already vigilant, since most weapons used on both sides could theoretically strike from kilometers away.
“Any resistance?” Maxsym asked.
“Nothing,” Magnus said. “Cilreth?”
“It’s all clear so far. Nothing,” Cilreth transmitted from the Clacker.
They arrived at the building from which they planned to cover the assault. The target building was just beyond. Everyone landed on the far side, then trekked up toward the edge. There, they hunkered down and watched their feeds.
Some of Shiny’s assault walkers dared to show themselves on the faces of surrounding buildings facing the target. Though the machines could carry a Vovokan like Shiny in the cockpit, they operated well on their own, too. They were smarter and more powerful than the PIT machines in every way, though less numerous.
Zip. Zing.
Magnus’s attendants intercepted an incoming projectile. Then another.
“We’ve been spotted. Probably Caden2 sniping from a window on the right side,” Magnus transmitted. “Caden, Arakaki, double-team him.”
The two coordinated between themselves for a moment, then they ran toward opposite faces of the building’s right wing.
“Do you think Magnus2 is near Caden2?” asked Telisa.
“No. I think Magnus2 is on the left,” he said.
“I’m surprised that Caden2 is the only one shooting so far. I guess I thought they would have another army of Blackvine machines to use.”
“I guess we killed most of those off already. Or maybe the Trilisk just left these two to behind to fight on their own.”
“Shiny and I think the Trilisk is in there with them,” Cilreth said.
“Yes, but the Trilisk is so smart I think it’s a trick,” Magnus sent to Telisa privately.
“This is Arakaki. Caden2 moved into the building. Without attendants, he just can’t sit there and let us take shots at him.”
“Good to know he’s not all-powerful,” Siobhan said. Her voice held a bit of sarcasm, probably a poke at Caden.
A Vovokan walker moved sideways to cover the area where the PIT team suspected Caden2 had been shooting from.
Kabooom.
The next second, the walker exploded.
Kabooom.
Another Vovokan walker exploded on the opposite side.
“Dammit! What’s hitting them?” Magnus demanded.
“I have no idea,” Cilreth reported. “We did not spot any objects in flight.”
“Perhaps a beam weapon?” asked Arakaki. “Or maybe these buildings have been mined.”
Telisa watched the tactical. A massive wave of Terran and Vovokan machines launched toward the building in response. At first there was no counter fire to the assault. The machines were shooting at the building as they flew in. The windows were destroyed quickly, then more ordnance poured into the holes.
“Enemies from above. The polar axis,” Cilreth said.
Telisa took a moment to orient herself on the tactical. They lay on the far side of a building toward the outside of the habitat, so she looked into the sky in the proper direction.
“The turtle machines! More than… more than eight of them!”
“Twelve,” Cilreth said. “And we have more of the other robots, too. But Shiny’s walkers will handle them.”
Booom. Booom. Krump.
The bright sky around them started to rumble with the sounds of war. Telisa saw a few pockets of black smoke erupt where some machine or other met its end.
“We’re vulnerable out here. Into this building,” Magnus said. “Toward the side facing the target building,” Magnus said. “Stay alert. These adjacent buildings may have been trapped. They could even be loaded with explosives.”
“Wonderful,” Telisa muttered. She had been thinking of the Trilisk as the only wild card. But even with Shiny’s forces around them, they could still be blown up.
The team moved through the building toward the side that faced their targets. Here and there, a soldier or a scout machine crawled among the array of junk, searching for enemies. No one spotted any Blackvines. She was getting good at flicking through the visual feeds of team members and attendants as she moved. It was automatic now. She missed a lot, but by continuously cycling through the feeds, she could keep track of the big picture.
Telisa checked the tactical again. Their machines had started to land on the target building. Once the machines touched down, they ripped their way into doors and windows. The assault was fully under way.
Booom. Booom.
In a few minutes, we’ll know what the Trilisk has planned, if anything.
She felt nervous. Would the PIT team turn on one another again, even though they weren’t supersedure copies?
Should we have split up even more?
Telisa watched the count of machines lost in the other building rise dramatically. Ten, twenty, fifty, just in a few seconds.
“They’re killing the machines. So many, so fast,” Magnus said.
“How?”
“I don’t know. I think maybe… the Trilisk has gotten more of its fabled powers back? They have some of the Blackvine machines, but it seems worse this time. The assault is not going to work. Though we seem to be winning outside that building. The Vovokan machines are more than a match for the turtles we saw.”
“Ideas?”
“I’ll flush him out. Siobhan, get the special weapon ready,” Magnus said.
“Okay. Where at?”
Magnus indicated where he wanted it on their shared tactical. Then he moved toward a trapdoor that opened out toward the target building. The structure ahead started to resemble an architect’s version of Swiss cheese as more and more weapons penetrated it.
“Where are you going?” demanded Telisa. “Over there? Take a look at it.”
Magnus held up his hand. “I know what I’m doing. Trust me,” he said, then he sprang into the air. A couple of his attendants accelerated him toward the house they believed still sheltered Magnus2 and the Trilisk.
 
***
 
Magnus landed on the far side amid a rain of fire. He trusted most of their own machines not to shoot him, though in all this confusion, anything could happen. He hopped into one of the gaping holes in the side of the building, but no artificial gravity took hold. He had an attendant give him a slight boost until he oriented himself inside.
“Good,” said Magnus2. “Now lose your attendant spheres.”
“No. Come and get them. I have six. I may be slower, but they’ll tank enough damage to let me kill you.”
Magnus2 had been speaking with Magnus since they approached the target building. The rest of the PIT team was unaware of the conversation. He had been threatening to kill Telisa and leave Magnus alive. Magnus knew it was just a tactic to mess with his mind, since Magnus2 knew his feelings for her.
But Magnus had surprised Magnus2 by listening. He proposed the two versions of himself meet for a one-on-one. After some hesitation, Magnus2 had accepted.
After all, killing me by myself is easier than coming out there and facing all those weapons. But he suspects I have an ace up my sleeve. Which will make it easier to drive him out.
Magnus found a spot that held him to a flat surface. He flipped so that it functioned as a floor, then quickly squatted and swung around his pack. He opened it. Six grenades rolled out onto the surface and awaited a target signature.
Magnus looked down at them.
Arakaki tried this with the grenade around her neck. After she lost someone, she felt she had nothing left to live for. For me, this is unthinkable… because I have Telisa.
“I have some special grenades here. If I die, they launch with my target signature,” Magnus said, starting to lope forward. “So go ahead and shoot me at any time. They have special Vovokan warheads. You would be impressed. You will be when they go off.”
That last part was a lie. Only one of the grenades had a powerful Vovokan warhead. But Magnus had lost track of which one. But the warhead was probably not enough to kill Magnus2 unless it got pretty close. If it had been that strong, he would have just sent the grenade in alone.
“Then why are you here?” Magnus2 answered. “If this entire place is about to blow up, you wouldn’t be here.”
“You threatened to shoot Telisa if I didn’t come.”
“You know I’ll shoot her anyway.”
Make him feel trapped.
“Only if you survive our confrontation. Take a look around. Shiny’s machines are everywhere.”
Magnus2 sighed. “Screw this chat. It feels like self-analysis.”
Which means, time to die.
Magnus scanned the cratered corridor. His weapon was ready to fire.
“Where’s your new master?” Magnus asked.
His only answer was a blur of movement dead ahead.
 
***
 
Kabooom!
Half of the building blossomed into flame from the inside. Siobhan fired the chain lightning gun hidden in her soldier robot at the same time.
Foooom.
Telisa caught sight of a human figure flying out of the house just ahead of the burst from the alien weapon. Then more white-hot explosions ripped the air all around the building.
Boom, boom, brrrroom.
It was too much damage. The entire building drifted apart in pieces. Black smoke billowed out, flowing in odd patterns around the fragments that still had artificial gravity and flying outward in areas that did not.
“It may try to run now,” Siobhan said. She launched herself to one side. The soldier containing the special weapon jumped after her, no doubt still in her control.
“Magnus!” Telisa said over her link. There was no answer.
“Magnus!”
She checked for Magnus’s link, but there was nothing.
He might have turned it off. It’s just a ruse. But why didn’t he tell me?
“Cilreth. Can anything out there see Magnus?”
“One or two?”
“Cilreth, is Magnus out there?” Telisa urged.
Cilreth heard the anguish in her voice. There was a long pause. “Telisa, I’ll tell you the instant we pick up his signature.”
Telisa went for the door. Imanol intercepted her.
“Not you, too! Stay in here until Shiny cleans up.”
“Siobhan just jumped out!” Telisa said.
“Siobhan is a loon,” Imanol said. “And she has the special soldier. Magnus said to trust him. We can’t find him out in all that.”
“We have a hit. A scout is bringing him in,” Cilreth said. “Brace yourselves. He’s not responding.”
Telisa jumped for the doorway. She looked up into the smoke-filled sky. Several machines were flying around, but she did not see a machine coming with Magnus. Then she saw a scout had landed nearby, but it did not have Magnus with it. The machine walked over to meet her and dropped its payload at her feet.
The machine had the remains of his Veer suit. It had been sundered in several places. It was covered in burned blood.
Telisa fell to her knees and released a cry of anguish.
“It has to belong to Magnus2,” she said.
“I’m sorry, Telisa,” Cilreth said. “That belongs to our Magnus.”
Telisa covered her face with her hands and collapsed forward onto the suit. A part of her mind registered the sounds of combat, Imanol and Maxsym’s voices behind her, and Cilreth’s voice over the link, but Telisa did not care about any of it.
Magnus is gone. And he’s never coming back.
She felt nothing but pain, and she wanted to die.







Chapter 27
 
Caden hunkered in a nook of the building’s irregular exterior. The niche adjoined two surfaces, one of which faced the target building only half a kilometer away. He brought up his rifle and scanned, looking for Caden2.
The bastard has my tricked-out sniper rifle too, he thought. It can spot potential targets faster than this weapon.
The weapon scanned for twenty seconds without spotting Caden2 before one of his attendants exploded before him. He felt pieces of it hit his Veer suit on the shoulder and arm. He heard a sound that made him believe another fragment may have ricocheted off the wall nearby. He sheltered and scanned for damage. Nothing penetrated the rugged material of the military-grade suit, but it meant his enemy had acquired him. He took a deep breath and waited for his heart to slow back down.
“Have you spotted him?” Arakaki transmitted from the other side of the building.
“No, but he knows where I am,” Caden reported glumly. “Lost an attendant.”
After a few moments, Arakaki transmitted again. “I got a shot at him. He’s moved,” she said.
“Probably just waiting for us to jump.”
Caden put his rifle out again and tried to sweep the target building. As he scanned, Arakaki sent out a message to the team.
“This is Arakaki. Caden2 moved into the building. Without attendants, he just can’t sit there and let us take shots at him.”
I hope that’s right.
“I have an attendant over there,” Arakaki told Caden. “It helped me to acquire him.”
I should have thought of that. But it means Arakaki has one less attendant to protect herself.
Caden heard and felt the rumble of an explosion. The PIT machines started to attack the building. Caden let his rifle scan the building, but he still did not pick up Caden2 or Magnus2.
“Enemies from above. The polar axis,” Cilreth said.
“How can we get across?” Caden asked Arakaki. “The attack is about to start! And more enemies coming in.” Caden saw a Vovokan walker fly by with its legs tucked behind it. Missiles launched from its flanks toward the attacking Blackvine machines.
“What better time to go? There’re a lot of targets in the air,” she said.
That depends on whether we win or lose the battle.
“He’s waiting for us to jump. I know it,” Caden said.
“All right, I have an idea,” Arakaki said. “I’m going to attach my two grenades here to two attendants. We’ll send those out after him, and both of us jump when the robots land at the building.”
“And what if the grenades are still around when I arrive at the other side? They’ll target me.”
“I’m coming too. I’ll deactivate them.”
And if you don’t make it… He debated trying to talk her out of the jump. She would not listen, he decided. Here comes our attack.
“Okay,” he said.
The robotic army sailed toward the target building. Caden saw Arakaki’s grenades show up on his tactical though things were too busy for him to spot them visually from his position. A rain of ill-targeted projectiles came down around him. He kept as low as he could. His attendants only had a small area to defend.
Smack.
One of them knocked something away.
“Jump now,” Arakaki said. Caden obeyed without thinking it through. He crouched against one wall facing in roughly the right direction and heaved off. He would have to rely upon his attendants to get him across alive.
As he sailed out, the first thing he felt was fear. There were so many robots in the sky. But he saw on the tactical that they were almost all friendly ones. They seemed to have a strong numerical advantage this time.
We must have broken their back in that last fight.
He spotted Arakaki flying the same way by referencing the tactical. She had her arms back like a delta plane, with her legs straight back together, her toes pointed back. She looked like one of the dozens of space force advertisements he’d seen, a fit woman of action, an icon of the force, the pride of Earth. Arakaki was that ideal personified.
I like her.
The thought came to Caden in a sudden, irrational burst. He only let himself think on it for another half second and then returned his attention to where he flew. An attendant nudged his shoulder while another pressed on a foot. Caden and Arakaki flew forward toward the same spot on the building ahead, near a door.
Clack. Zing!
One of Caden’s attendants intercepted another projectile beside him. Then a couple of them gave him some braking as he neared the destination. He landed first, with a practiced ballet of realignment followed by a hefty collision with the surface. The air expelled from his lungs with a grunt.
Ouch. Got moving pretty fast for that one.
Arakaki landed just as hard nearby. Caden counted her attendants.
Only two left.
Arakaki retrieved two grenades from the ground as they rolled up to her.
“No luck with these.”
He stepped forward to the door. She did not say anything, probably because she could see he still had four attendants. He pressed the trap door open with a foot to let an attendant inside. The feed from the spy showed him only empty rooms beyond.
“Going in,” Caden told her over his link.
Arakaki sent a nonverbal acknowledgement. Caden went through headfirst. Once mostly through, he simply fell gently back and let a local gravity field take hold in a backward somersault. The other side of the door was now at his feet. With his new orientation, he assessed the danger.
“Two doors, three windows,” he said. Arakaki came through. He sent the attendant through one of the doors. He wanted to send a grenade on patrol through the other way, but what target signature could he use? He couldn’t lock himself out of the potential target list without making the grenade harmless to Caden2. He took the weapon out anyway and sent it out. Even if it would not blow Caden2 up, at least it could scout.
“There are a couple of friendlies in the area,” Arakaki mentioned.
Caden saw them on the tactical, a couple of soldier machines. “He had to go through this way, then?” Caden said, sending the attendant through a twisted path that avoided the machines.
“Who knows?” Arakaki sent back.
Caden followed the path of the attendant. They stayed alert even though it seemed impossible to avoid detection anywhere nearby.
“He might loop around and come in the door behind us,” Caden thought on the channel.
“He’s wearing us down. He’ll always stay ahead and take the shots back at us until we don’t have any attendants left,” she said.
They came to a long corridor through their end of the building. At various spots one or two of its walls were missing to open off into rooms in all four directions.
“This is a good place for an ambush,” Caden noted, moving very quietly.
Krumpf!
Suddenly the world bucked around Caden. He flew into a side bank filled with Blackvine junk. A bunch of thin, hollow tubes made of something like balsa wood shattered as he flew through them.
“What the hell?” Caden yelled.
“Some kind of explosion.” Arakaki spoke the obvious. Caden checked the tactical. The building they were in had split almost in two, and it was on fire.
He regained his balance. There was still a loud rumbling from somewhere outside. Green liquid dripped out of the shattered ends of the tubes.
“He’s left the house!” Arakaki snapped.
Caden did not know what feed Arakaki had used to spot Caden2, but simply asked, “Which way?”
“Follow me.”
“You only have two—”
“Yes. Fine. You jump after him first. Don’t ask if we’re jumping after him or not because this damn place is coming apart around us.”
Caden wobbled after Arakaki as she ran out of the room. He slowly regained his footing over the next few seconds.
He may have jumped because another explosion may be rigged to blow up this section any second now.
Arakaki reached a door and pointed at it. Caden saw a marker for Caden2 up on the tactical. Caden leaped into the door and forced it open in one motion. Then he braced his feet on the frame and launched off into the air.
Caden2 had almost arrived at the next house. But there was a window of opportunity.
I’ve never shot in the air before. Here goes nothing.
Caden pointed his weapon and acquired Caden2. Then he let the rifle fire.
Booom!
The kickback had little effect on his own speed, though an attendant had to correct a slight spin.
Caden2 changed course in midair. Caden could not tell how he had done it without attendants.
“Did you hit him?” Arakaki asked.
“I doubt it. I think he has some device to alter his course. Maybe a Blackvine gadget.”
Caden2 landed on the building and sought cover, so Caden fired off two more rounds.
Booom. Booom.
Then return fire started to come in.
Zing. Smack!
One attendant deflected a projectile, then another took a hit and whizzed off in a spiral, fatally damaged.
He’s better than me. Got that shot off, and I’d be dead except I have the attendants and he doesn’t.
Smack.
“Dammit!” Arakaki said behind him.
“You hit?”
“Lost another attendant,” she said.
“That building is small. He’ll move on through,” Caden said. “We can fly around.”
“Okay.”
Their attendants veered them around the building ahead. Caden fired two more rounds at it without acquiring a target. Arakaki fired into a couple windows with her laser. The house started to smoke.
We’re shooting up the habitat. These Blackvines will hate us—if they don’t already.
Caden suddenly wondered if they had killed any of the creatures. He felt regret, but it did not stop him from holding his rifle ready.
If we kill the Trilisk or capture it, I bet we’ll be doing them a favor.
“Unholy Cthulhu, what is that thing?” exclaimed Arakaki.
A giant machine appeared from behind the building. Caden stared with wide eyes. It resembled nothing so much as a giant gaping mechanical mouth. Two opposing apparatuses held spinning metal teeth descending into a maw between them with additional grinder-like spinners set inside the narrowing space between them. It was not large enough to consume the building whole, but it could probably tear the entire thing to shreds.
“A house grinder?” Caden hazarded.
“You’re right. Some kind of floating house demolisher!” Arakaki agreed.
Zing. Crackle.
Her last attendant exploded.
“Dammit!” she said aloud. Her voice sounded stressed. “He’s on that thing!”
“Get behind me!” he told her urgently. At the same time, he directed his attendants to get him out of line with the mouth. He altered course enough to send him around the danger, then he swooped down to land on the side.
There was no artificial gravity to hold him to the machine, so he grabbed onto a ridged surface and a bar of metal on its side. The spinning mechanism of the grinder-mouth was dangerously close. Caden knew his copy would try something. He let go with one hand and brought up his rifle with the other.
A grenade came around the metal hinges in front of him. Caden knew he could not dodge. He fired his weapon, hoping it could acquire the incoming danger, but it was an attendant that intercepted it. The grenade exploded.
Blam.
The blast buffeted Caden into the spinning grinder of the huge device.
Smack!
He expected an instant death, but his Veer suit distributed the first strike across his entire back, bringing it to the level of a sharp slap across his backside. He felt something sharp. Probably one of the sharp teeth of the debris buckets had bitten through his protection.
Still alive. But if I’m drawn farther into the machine—
Caden tried to roll off the sharp bucket that had smacked into him. He felt something tear as he broke free. Through the adrenaline blur he could not tell if it was part of his suit or muscles in his back.
The grinding noise became louder.
Get… out… now!
Caden got a leg under him and tried to jump one-legged. Then he was spinning away. The sharp buckets turned inward toward the maw of the device.
His attendants pinned him against the outside of a metal fender on the other side of the machine’s mouth. Somewhere along the rough ride, he had lost another attendant sphere.
“Move toward the top,” Arakaki said.
She doesn’t have any protection. The next shot could kill her.
Caden climbed toward the end of the machine he guessed she would call the top. There was a tall, round cockpit with about a dozen windows across its front.
“What is this? Some kind of control tower?” asked Caden.
“I don’t know, but he’s in here. Keep your finger on the trigger.”
Caden wondered about her phrase. What did the manual fire trigger have to do with anything? He would fire with his link, of course.
“You want me to go manual?”
“No. Never mind. Stay alert.”
“I see an entrance here. Going in,” Caden said. Arakaki scrambled closer, almost flying off the surface of the machine.
“Take one of my attendants,” he said.
“No. You’re going in first; you’ll need them,” she ordered.
Caden grabbed the edge of the spring door. He slipped through. The attendants slid close to his body to come through with him. A floor lay three meters below, so he launched toward it.
The first thing Caden noticed was the return of artificial gravity to hold him onto the floor of the interior. He landed clumsily. Then he heard an attendant strike something.
Zing. Booom.
The retort of a rifle boomed through the closed space. Caden dropped and brought his own rifle around, launching three rounds.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
There was nothing. His double was already out of sight.
Arakaki dropped in beside him, her laser ready.
“He’s too fast. We’ll never get him,” Caden transmitted with his link.
“Shut up, change your diaper, and aim for that doorway there,” Arakaki growled. She indicated the opening by flashing it red in his virtual view.
“What? Why there?”
Caden did as he was told. Arakaki sounded so certain of herself. She left her cover and ran out through the room.
What is she doing? Caden2 will kill her—
Caden saw his double raise a rifle in the doorway Arakaki had indicated. Caden2 was shooting Arakaki. Caden locked on and ordered his weapon to fire.
Brrrooom!
They both shot at the same time.
Caden2 actually turned to face the bullet as if he heard it coming. Caden knew it was not possible, as it was a supersonic round. The bullet slipped into Caden2’s left eye socket and sprayed out the back in an explosion of brain matter.
I got him. I got him, but—
Caden leaped across the room after Arakaki. He knew Caden2 would not have missed, but somehow his mind protected him from the obvious conclusion for a moment. Then he saw it.
Arakaki lay sprawled in a back of equipment. Blood poured out of a huge wound in her side, blown right through Momma Veer’s protection.
If she isn’t dead, she will be in seconds. She saved my life. I don’t know how she knew, but she knew.
Caden bent down and turned her over. Her eyes were closed. She was not breathing.
“Thank you,” Caden said. For the first time in a decade, Caden felt tears pooling in his eyes. Then his misery came rushing out, and he flopped over her and sobbed.
Dammit. Dammit.







Chapter 28
 
Siobhan found herself outside amid the battle. The danger did not feel real.
We can’t let that thing get away, she told herself. She pushed down an internal warning and concentrated on her course. An attendant intercepted something headed for her. Siobhan soared around the target building to bring the far side into view.
She saw several things moving on the surface of the building, but an unusual color caught her eye. She saw a light-blue machine shuffle oddly out of the building. Why did it move like that? Siobhan realized it had only three legs.
What’s that? It’s got three legs! It has to be…
Siobhan told her link to retain what she had seen recently. She brought up her tactical and put up a priority flag at the location.
“I see it!” Siobhan said. No one answered, so she opened a direct connection to Cilreth.
“Yes? What’s going on? There was an explosion—”
“I saw it! Take the data from my link,” Siobhan said. She sent Cilreth a pointer to the information. “It’s pale blue, a robotic body with three legs.”
“What? How do you know it’s not just some random robot?”
“It would have been attacking instead of running,” Siobhan said.
“You’re right. This looks like a robot we found on another planet,” Cilreth said after a moment. “I think we’re tracking it on this side.”
“I have three attendants watching it,” Siobhan said. “It’s not far from here. I’m getting the rest of the team.”
What’s left of the team.
Crackle. Zip.
Suddenly an attendant sputtered and died next to her. Then she felt the heat.
“I’ve got a problem!” she said. Another attendant moved to protect her while her last pushed her away in a spiral. But the next blocking attendant died as well.
“A laser has acquired me! Where’s it coming from?” she said.
“I’ll send some soldiers to assist,” Cilreth was saying in the background, but Siobhan was already overheating again. Her Veer suit could only absorb so much before she would cook inside it.
Caden and Arakaki aren’t around. Where’s Telisa? I have to save myself.
Even as Siobhan thought it, she realized there was very little she could do. She was at the mercy of the attendants trying to alter her course and whisk her away.
Siobhan ripped open her pack and shielded herself. She asked the pack for its inventory. She grabbed a grenade and tossed it away, and then another, and told them to explode in five seconds. The grenades spun, but there was no surface for them to push off from. The heat spiked again as her evasive course was predicted.
One of the items in the inventory caught her eye. Smoke flares.
The flares might work—those Blackvine machines aren’t really military robots. They might not be equipped to see through smoke.
Siobhan told her last attendant to bat the flares out in the direction of her retreat. At the same time, she activated them with her link.
Boom, boom. Pop, pop, pop.
Grenades and flares detonated. Bright orange-and-blue smoke intertwined from the flares as they hurtled away from her.
Blam.
Her last attendant exploded.
The heat eased. Whether she had been obscured by the flares or saved by a soldier she did not know. There were no attendants left to protect or move her, so she resorted to her cylinder fans. She used them to accelerate herself toward the nearest building past the smoke.
When she landed, she looked on the tactical. She saw she was still only a kilometer away from Telisa, Imanol, and Maxsym. She went inside for cover.
“What’s happened?” Siobhan whispered to herself. The sounds of battle continued outside, though somewhat abated. She connected to Imanol’s link.
“What’s happened?” she asked again.
“Magnus. Gone. I think we got Magnus2, though,” Imanol said.
“I’ll be there,” Siobhan said, though she had not even found a route to take on the tactical yet.
“We won the robot battle again, but the—”
“I saw the Trilisk escaping,” Siobhan sent at the same time. “Cilreth knows about it. She might have been able to tag it somehow. Some of our machines may be following it.”
“I don’t know if the team is ready to pursue it,” Imanol sent. “Arakaki and Caden went off after Caden2.”
Magnus is really gone. I just can’t believe it. I feel like it’s just another exercise, and he’s only dropped out for the round.
The UNSF had supposedly used virtual exercises for decades to attenuate soldiers to the horrors of battle. A fighting unit tended to keep going when it was the thousandth time they had suffered 50 percent attrition rather than the first time. As long as the simulations felt real, a Terran brain just got used to loss and learned to shake it off—at least as long as a person could go on pretending it was just another exercise. Eventually the reality sank in.
Later, it’ll hit me. If I survive to see later.
Siobhan sent out a request for more attendants. She knew some had to be around. If Shiny responded, she would be able to move out quickly. They might be able to catch the Trilisk.
She moved to the far side of the building, her weapon ready. The horrible thought struck her that the Trilisk might have pursued her here. She felt an illogical anxiety rise, but when she got the message that attendants were converging to help her, it faded.
The Blackvine items hoarded around her sat quietly in their weird twisted rooms like relics from another age.
Why did the Trilisk come here? Is this just another conquest? Tourist site? Are the Blackvines old allies?
She walked out to meet four incoming attendants on the outside surface.
As they arrived she jumped off in the direction of the PIT team. There were still machines flying around in the sky, though the tactical said they were all friendlies. With boosts from her attendants, she was able to make the trip to the others in four house hops without incident.
The scene she found was grim. Telisa was broken down on the floor, partly rolled into a corner, with Imanol hovering nearby, guarding her. Maxsym patrolled the room uncomfortably.
Siobhan flopped down next to Telisa.
“Magnus did it. He gave us a chance.”
Telisa did not answer.
“Telisa! I have attendants shadowing it. Cilreth is tracking its access to the habitat networks. We can find it!”
“Just let it go. That’s what we should have done in the first place.”
“How can you not be angry now? Kill it for him!”
“I just can’t. I just can’t anymore.” Telisa wiped away new tears.
“It killed him. We’re getting our revenge. Wake up, frackjammer!”
Telisa looked at Siobhan as if for the first time.
“You were a good pick for the team,” she said. “You go get it.”
“Shut up! Let’s go! If you’re really so messed up about losing him, then what do you care if you die? Let’s give it a shot!”
Siobhan thought Telisa was not going to recover. But she focused on Siobhan.
“Okay. Let’s go kill it.” She looked around. “Where are Arakaki and Caden?”
“They went after Caden2!” Imanol said. “Get it together! Let’s get this thing!”
Telisa saw Maxsym under cover in the far side of the room.
“Maxsym,” Telisa said sharply. Siobhan saw him flinch. “You stay here. If we die, stay and study the Blackvines. Grab some of their technology, some artifacts, and go back to sell it. Then you can afford your research back home. Or stay here with Shiny. Maybe he can use you.”
Maxsym nodded vigorously.
He doesn’t want to go. Not cut out for it. Nice that Telisa can see that, even in her current state. Or maybe she can see that because of her current state.
Siobhan checked Caden and Arakaki. Their links were out there but refused connections.
“Caden and Arakaki are still after Caden2. But I can scrape up a dozen attendants. There are also grenades we can use. Cilreth sent back a target sig we can use based on the robot body you found on Callnir.”
“It’s in one of those?” Telisa asked.
“Yes. I think so. It makes sense, doesn’t it?”
I’m not sure she’s entirely with it, Imanol observed privately to Siobhan.
She’ll get the job done if she can get that thing in her sights, Siobhan said.







Chapter 29
 
“It’s in there,” Siobhan said.
Telisa checked out the building. It was long and thin. Its angles were more regular than the usual in the space habitat. Her insides still ached from emotional turmoil. Her eyes were puffy. The only thing that really kept her going was the idea of punishing the Trilisk for Magnus’s demise. After that… she did not really care about anything anymore.
“Looks specialized. It’s not so… random looking,” Imanol said.
“Something is special about it,” Telisa agreed. “But I think it was still built by the same race that built the other buildings.”
The PIT team had salvaged the remains of their robot army and arrayed it around them for kilometers. Everything was on the watch for the new Trilisk body.
Imanol had gathered up a cache of grenades to use in the attack. They had been provided with a target signature based upon the feed that Siobhan had obtained. The grenades floated nearby, ready to go into action. He had rigged attendant spheres to racks in order to launch groups of ten grenades toward the target.
“Begin the attack,” Telisa said.
The fleet of grenades started to move forward in the makeshift launch racks. More grenades joined the assault, fired from soldiers and thrown by the PIT team. The grenades landed on the building and then started to spin along the outer surfaces. Lasers from the supporting machines cut holes into the windows and doors to let them in.
“Let’s go,” Telisa ordered. Telisa, Siobhan, and Imanol had their attendants push them toward the building.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Grenades were exploding inside before they even reached the outside surface. Telisa watched the feed anxiously. Not a single grenade had returned a positive predicted hit before exploding. As the team landed on the building, the explosions subsided. None of the grenades were responding.
“Didn’t work,” Siobhan summarized grimly.
This is suicide. I should send the others back and try this myself, Telisa thought.
A large sphere floated by the team. Siobhan and Imanol did a double-take.
“Whoa!” exclaimed Imanol.
“That’s Vovokan!” said Siobhan.
“Shiny has fourteen of these battle drones,” Cilreth said. “He says the design was used for subterranean combat on Vovok.”
“Where were they before?” Imanol asked on the edge of a snarl.
“He claims he didn’t know they were needed, and just produced them recently,” Cilreth said. “But I wonder too if he’s been holding back until now. Maybe he thinks this is our best chance, and he’s ready to commit his strongest stuff?”
“Just thank him for us,” Telisa said blandly. “If you two want to head back…”
“I’m in,” Siobhan said without hesitation.
“I’m in too,” Imanol said, but he sounded less enthusiastic. “And just so you know, if we make it through this, I’m no friend of the UN. Neither is Siobhan. I think Caden is the only one who might balk if we defy them openly.”
I guess he wanted to get that off his chest.
Telisa nodded. “Thank you.”
Magnus would want me to finish that fight, Telisa thought. But I don’t know if I can bear to fight the UNSF without him. Tears rose again.
The battle drones started to move. Shiny connected to Telisa’s link.
“Trilisk no longer in Terran host. Chances of capture gone, infinitesimal, insignificant.”
“But your drones are going in.”
“Testing strength of enemy. Possible to exhaust, de-energize, fatigue alien machine. Suggest trail battle drones, attempt to terminate Trilisk.”
“Got it.”
“Why don’t we nuke the bastard?” asked Imanol.
“I never prayed up any nukes. Besides, we can’t destroy the habitat. We’re already despicable, coming in here and shooting everything up,” Telisa said.
Imanol shrugged. “They’re oblivious to us anyway.”
“They have to deal with the damage,” Siobhan said.
They spread their attendant spheres so that each of them had five guardians. Telisa checked her laser rifle and pushed through a door. The room beyond was remarkably clean for a Blackvine construct. There were smooth rails along the floor. Giant white cannisters rested at the end of several of the rails. They moved through toward a large hole at the end of the room.
“No clutter,” Siobhan said. “Very different here.”
Telisa walked through the tunnel and out into a huge room. The ceiling and the floor held huge roller mechanisms over and under a series of large openings to her left. To her right, intricate machinery extended as far as she could see.
“It’s like a factory floor,” Siobhan observed.
“I wonder what gets made here,” Imanol said.
“A lot of things,” Siobhan said. “This may be a raw material feed here, and most likely it gets directed down the floor there to whatever fabricator needs to consume it. If my assumptions are correct, this place could easily be configured to make a very wide range of hardware.”
“Your specialty?” asked Telisa. “Study it and learn. But remember we’re here to kill that thing.”
Several of the large battle drones floated out in the open space between the banks of equipment on the ceiling and floor. Then four of them accelerated suddenly forward, moving farther into the factory.
A deep hum reverberated through the building. It turned into a staccato vibration accentuated with odd flashes of light flickering across the equipment above.
Kzap, kzap, kzap, kzap.
“What the hell?” asked Siobhan.
“Those battle drones pack some powerful weapons,” Imanol said. “High-energy weapons can affect things like this. If they were shooting at us, we’d be fried already.”
A new beacon appeared on Telisa’s tactical. The Trilisk. It was less than a quarter of a kilometer away.
Kablam!
A new explosion popped loudly. Her Veer suit had to dampen the assault on her ears. The tactical showed her they had lost a battle drone.
“Head back. That’s an order,” Telisa said.
Siobhan and Imanol did not move.
“Come with us,” Siobhan said. “We’re insignificant in this battle.”
“I have a few tricks up my sleeve,” Telisa said.
Siobhan made a face. She pulled something off her back. It was the chain lightning gun.
“Me too,” she said. She looked at Imanol.
“Don’t look at me!” he said. “Just my laser rifle.”
Telisa took her stealth sphere out of her pack and tossed it to Imanol. “Then you’ll need to get close. Just remember, Shiny said we should let the battle drones tire it out or kill it first. We’re just the last line.”
“We probably shouldn’t be talking strategy and trading toys on the battlefield,” Imanol pointed out.
“Spread out across the back and stay behind the battle drones,” Telisa said across her link. She was all business again, and her tone brooked no dissent. She pointed down the floor. Siobhan and Imanol moved down the side of the room next to the raw material portals. Siobhan stayed in the center, and Imanol continued to the far side.
Krump!
Another explosion sounded down the floor, maybe a quarter a kilometer away.
“Imanol, activate the stealth sphere. Siobhan, if you get a shot, take it. Don’t worry about collateral damage.”
Telisa loped forward aggressively. She wanted to be ahead of her friends.
Maybe I can make a difference. And if not, I don’t want to live without Magnus, anyway.
She checked her energy packs at her waist. The rifle could use an entire energy pack in a single shot, and that was how it was currently configured. If she had a chance, she would reload and drain the next, and the next.
In a moment of inspiration, she took the breaker claw out of her pack and affixed it to an accessory slot on her rifle. Together with the link adapter she had for the weapon, she could now fire both at the same time, though the laser rifle had a much better range.
As tight as things are in this factory, chances are if I can see the Trilisk, I can let him have it with both at once.
Telisa was even with the rearmost battle drone. She saw Siobhan had ignored her urging and kept up with her. Imanol was off the tactical, meaning he had gone invisible. That might mean he had gone far forward as well, even though Imanol usually displayed healthy caution.
What happened to the team discipline? If we survive I need to think on this.
She stopped running forward and took up a position behind some heavy metal equipment. The beacon representing the Trilisk moved back and forth laterally along the floor ahead. Another battle drone dropped from the display. Sparks flew across the equipment next to her, but her Veer suit protected her. She stood back from it a bit and then advanced to the next line of equipment.
Movement caught her eye above. Her rifle came up immediately. A long line of soldier robots marched along the ceiling toward the Trilisk. A couple of them fired weapons as she watched.
Wait. Just wait. Let it fight everything else first.
Kzap. Kaboom. Krumpf.
It was clear the battle drones were losing. Two dropped from Telisa’s internal view at once. Siobhan must have come to the same conclusion. Her beacon on the tactical moved forward again.
“Don’t shoot yet, no point in destroying the last of our own drones,” Telisa transmitted.
Krumpf.
But as she looked at the tactical, she realized they had lost so many that only one was left. As the last battle drone died, Siobhan’s beacon showed her running forward again. Telisa did the same. From the center of the factory, a huge display of fire and light expanded to light up everything around Telisa.
Fooom.
She saw the distinct lightning-like trails spreading out across the open spaces above her.
“Did you get it?” Telisa asked.
Telisa’s link dropped its connection to Siobhan before any answer came.
“Siobhan?”
“What’s up?” Imanol asked.
“I lost Siobhan,” Telisa said. Her voice was laced with dismay.
I’m going to lose more friends.
Telisa put herself back together. “Wait, how can I hear you?”
Imanol said nothing. Telisa’s link had no connection to Imanol now, either.
Are they dead? Or did he just turn the stealth sphere back on? Am I next?
The possibility did not scare her much. Not anymore. But she wanted to kill the Trilisk if she could.
Telisa turned back in toward the center, closer to the Trilisk beacon.
Bang. Blam.
She heard the pop of a few soldier grenade launchers across the factory. She held her laser rifle ready. The weapon could swivel its projector five degrees in any direction in a few hundredths of a second, helping her aim.
It was not far to the factory’s center. If Imanol and Siobhan had died just a few meters away, what hope did she have?
She looked back the way they had come, looking for Siobhan. She saw nothing. But there was a shape on the floor in the other direction. She dropped low and crept forward several meters. She allowed her attendants to peek around nearby obstacles. She watched their feeds carefully. Still nothing.
She moved another few meters by the equipment around her and came to a new section. An object ahead resolved. It was a Terran body lying on the ground in a pool of blood. Telisa felt another spike of loss through her heart. Another person dead. Who was it this time?
It was Holtzclaw. Telisa felt relief.
Five Entities! Where’s the—
A three-legged, three-armed machine strode out from behind a wall covered in Blackvine equipment. It looked just like the relic they had found on Chigran Callnir.
The Five!
“I recently left that form and no longer have need of it,” the Trilisk machine said directly to her link. “This body is so much more durable. You have no hope to harm me in it.”
Telisa tried to line up the laser rifle, tried to activate it, but suddenly she could no longer move. Her attendant spheres dropped to the floor, dead.
“Your choice of weapon earlier was a good one. The ‘chain lightning gun’ as you call it. I’m familiar with the race that made that weapon. They were more advanced than Terra is… yet.”
The machine rotated clockwise, bringing a different facing of its pyramidal body into view. She saw nothing that looked like Terran eyes—just a flat black plate that might have been an optical receiver.
“What do you want? Are you going to kill me or not?”
“I might. Your race is nothing but a tool to use. I think of your entire race as you might view a quick suture or a radiocarbon dater. We’re forging a hundred races across the galaxy to strike back against our enemies. Including yours. As you suspect, we control Terra. You’re cannon fodder to be dashed against my enemies.”
“You exaggerate,” Telisa said.
The robot turned again. It was an odd movement, starting with the three legs each finding a new footing in succession, then the entire body rotated even with them again. Telisa got the distinct impression it could regard her comfortably from any side.
“Ask your ally, Shiny. His race was inherently too fragmented to control efficiently. The Bel Klaven, on the other hand, proved very amenable to a concentration of power that make them an attractive tool for my kind.”
Telisa felt her last bit of deep respect for the Trilisks melt away. They had accomplished great things, true, but were they actually a great race?
I will kill this creature no matter what it takes. I have to.
It rotated yet again.
“You want to attack me? Go ahead. Your laser can’t hurt me. Instead, you should fly away, little insect,” the voice said. “Fly away across the stars and live your miserable life. Bother us again, and we’ll just smash you.”
Telisa felt her limbs return to her command. She trained her laser rifle on the robot and activated both her weapons with her link. The rifle discharged its entire energy supply into the target. The breaker claw locked onto the Trilisk at the same moment. Nothing happened for another second.
Kaboom!
The Trilisk robot exploded. A blast of force knocked her back. She flew across the factory floor and struck a piece of equipment. Somewhere along her arc she lost the rifle, but it was useless anyway. Something hit her left eye. Her vision on that side abruptly failed.
Telisa was not sure how long it was before she moved again. She struggled to peer through her remaining eye. She looked back to where she had stood, stunned. The floor seemed uneven. She wobbled her head to correct. A massive headache assailed her.
Siobhan limped into view.
“You’re alive,” she said. “Your eye—” her breath caught.
Telisa tried to speak, but it just came out as mumbling.
“Just rest now,” Siobhan said. “I’ll get you out of here. Imanol’s hurt, but he’ll make it.”
Telisa fell back into blackness.
 







Epilogue
 
There would be no ritual to honor the dead. If Magnus or Arakaki had been present, they might well have demanded some ceremony like those they had used in the UNSF or the UED. As it was, the survivors felt they needed no formalities to grieve for their lost friends. Telisa had retreated to her quarters in isolation to absorb the events and come to terms with her losses. She suspected Caden had done the same, though she did not have the will to check.
The Cilreths felt the same sadness. They sent Telisa steady reports even though she never answered them. They half-heartedly set the automated forces inside the habitat to collecting data about the Blackvines and their technology. But rather than analyze that information, they chose to keep working on the Vovokan technologies of the Clacker. Maxsym took it upon himself to study the Blackvines’ technology as well as their physiology.
Siobhan was different, or at least she pretended to be. She kept Telisa updated via indirect communication since Telisa refused all live connections. Siobhan seemed to spend little time thinking about death. Perhaps that was a requirement for a daredevil. Instead, she reined in the soldiers so they would not combat the growing patrols of Blackvine weapons, and she took stock of the hybrid Terran-Vovokan machines. She expanded upon Magnus’s plans to break off a separate model for the worker type and further specialized the designs of scout and soldier. Once she found the production facilities of the Clacker, she was hooked, and she flooded the Cilreths with questions about the software they used.
Days later Telisa emerged from her room and moved about the ship. She looked tired, older. She had put a patch on her face to hide the ruin of her eye so the others would not have to see it. Cilreth had left her a scolding message about leaving it to heal without surgery, but Telisa had ignored her. She had applied only minimal field dressing and patching agents by herself. Telisa knew she could have a new eye built or grown whenever she was ready.
 Siobhan and the Cilreths carefully approached her in the group mess. Telisa was already contacting their alien friend. She spoke aloud and left he channel open so they could follow the conversation.
“Shiny, we need to discuss a mutually beneficial arrangement.”
“Ready, attentive, listening.”
“The Trilisk told me they control the Terran government. They said they could not control your race, so they took the Bel Klaven instead. We need to free my people from the Trilisk control. It said my race is being grown to threaten the Trilisk’s ancient enemies. It said we were nothing more than tools to its kind.”
Shiny did not reply, so Telisa continued.
“I propose we go back to Earth and remove the Trilisks from control there. Humanity will owe you a huge debt. You can collect resources, knowledge, even the Trilisk war loot. This is big. We can repay you, but only once we’re free.”
“Trilisks on Earth may control, command, utilize full range of Trilisk capabilities,” Shiny said. “Possibility exists Terran faction not as weak, wounded, destitute as individual hunted here.”
As weak, he says.
That thing we could barely hurt was weak by Trilisk standards, Telisa thought. Hopelessness threatened to overtake her again as it had countless times since Magnus died. She hid the weakness and continued.
“I think there are only a few of them. The war with the methane breathers has brought them low. The Trilisks aren’t godlike as they once were. I know resentment exists across most of the Terran worlds against the UN. Between the masses of Terrans and the AI and your Vovokan technology, and… the remaining PIT team members, we should be able to kick them out—if we have a good plan. We have to learn from this defeat.”
“Proposal requires consideration in entirety, depth, full.”
“Thank you, Shiny.”
“I can’t rebel against the UN!” Caden blurted. “I’m supposed to be on the space force!”
Telisa turned to see Caden enter the room. She suspected Siobhan had alerted him to the topic under discussion before he arrived.
“The UN is controlled by Trilisks,” Telisa said. “They don’t represent our race anymore. And even if they did, they’ve grown drunk on power. We’re nothing to them.”
“Sign me up for getting rid of the Trilisks, but we have to put the Terrans in the UN back in control,” Caden said.
“And what about the ones who worked with the Trilisks? What if there are some who knew about it and helped them?” asked Cilreth.
“Then they’re traitors and should be charged with treason,” Caden said.
“Okay. And how about the ones who knew about the Trilisks but did nothing?”
“They would have done something.”
“Bzzzzt. No way,” Siobhan said. “There are many people who won’t stand up for themselves or even all of the core worlds if it means personal sacrifice. Trust me, if any humans at all know about the Trilisks, chances are good some of them caved and stood by, even though they didn’t really want to help.”
“Do truth checks on them then,” Caden said. “If they really feared for their lives, then… we’ll kick them out of the government but let them go free. Actually, the new government should decide what to do with the traitors, not me.” Caden’s voice had started to lose its conviction.
“We have to empower a new government free of Trilisk intervention,” Telisa said. “That means we’ll have to take a hand in weeding out the traitors to make sure they don’t have a chance to grab power in the vacuum. And there will be a huge vacuum, since we’re not grabbing the reins ourselves. And these problems go on and on. You probably noticed Cilreth was providing you with steadily more difficult moral dilemmas. The next one is, what do you do with people who didn’t want to help the Trilisks, didn’t fear for their lives, but did nothing because it would cost them money? Or power?”
“I’d have to think it over.”
“Good. Good. Then start thinking. I’ll want your input if you decide to stay in with us on it. You might not do anything more important in your life.”
Caden nodded. “I’ll find Maxsym and tell him.”
“Go ahead. I know Maxsym and Imanol aren’t fans of the UN either,” Telisa said.
“Oh, one more thing,” Siobhan said. “We had a new eye made for you. Whenever you’re ready.”
Telisa nodded. “Thanks.”
Caden and Siobhan left together. They were eager to talk about the plan between themselves.
They’ll come to see we have no choice. Even if we think it’s hopeless. We can’t sit by and just let Terra be hurled into war against some foe we’ve never even heard of.
“What now?” Cilreth asked. Telisa did not know which Cilreth it was who spoke.
“Now we see if we can discover more useful things here before we leave the Blackvines alone.”
“And then?”
Telisa answered with a pointer to a file. Cilreth accessed it.
“Are you kidding me? The Orwell Papers?”
Telisa’s look told her the answer.
“Tell Shiny we’re going to need more ships,” Cilreth said.
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