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At the center of the Empire was the home world, the locus, the heart place. The home world was a medium sized planet orbiting a yellow sun—a dwarf sun, stable and without another stellar companion. The pleasant sweet air of the home world was the source of envy throughout the vast dominion it commanded, its atmospheric yellow swirls flowing down from the higher latitudes to mix with the high nitrogen-rich blue waves that the lunar tides produced. The mountains and seas were the stuff of legend, wrapping the planet in dark blue and rugged brown wrappings, which were displayed with pride in the great galactic emblem carried throughout the domain. The planet was a paradise, the inhabitants in perfect harmony with each other and with the carefully designed and manicured ecosystem. Every corner of the rich planet's geomorphology was monitored in detail by the appropriate magistrates of a minor sect of the home-world council. Water flow rates, erosion, snow levels and vegetation growth were carefully measured and adjusted to ensure complete synergy between nature and the Emperor's city.
The Emperor's city was magnificent and huge, a thousand kilometers across and five high. Its elaborate spires arranged to reflect the sun's rays deep into its even folds. Glistening metals of harmonious colors and shapes, arranged in a beautiful kaleidoscope of patterns, brought to the observer awe that would give pause to any of the mighty admirals in the imperial fleets. Radiating from the Emperor’s city were twelve enormous conduits of culture, each dozens of kilometers wide, which from far above brought to the eye a distinct impression of a shining star. The lines of city stretched around the globe and at regular intervals swelled to become lesser cities, miniature versions of the Emperor's city. Like lines of longitude, the conduits encircled the planet along great circles, crossing without detour the seas, mountains and ice caps. Parallel conduits were as lines of latitude crossing the great circles where the perfectly spaced and identical lesser city-stars of the planet shone.
The planet was a spherical lattice of glistening marvel, an ornament of grand proportions with the magnificent Emperor's City at its apex. All roads led to the Emperor's City, all roads in the Emperor's City led to the palace. The palace was a beating heart laid like a crown jewel in the center of the great city. To be on the planet was an honor—to be in the Emperor’s city, majestic—to be in the palace was by birthright alone.
The Empire was old, its history stretching back tens of millennia to a time when warring factions came to the end and one tribe rang alone over the planet. Technology grew and again factions began to form, but this time it was not warring tribes, it was specialization of duties in the absolute totalitarian system. The labor class formed and was subdivided over the long millennia to the carpenters, the metal workers, the electronics and the servants. The warrior class divided into generals, field officers, tacticians and soldiers. Over them all was the Emperor class, the highest, the all mighty. No Emperor class individual ever left the shining palace. The lowest members of the Emperor class were leaders of millions—the highest member was their god who sat upon the highest throne in the grandest hall of the palace. The Grand Emperor was the cause, the focus, the beginning and end of every individual’s day. The Grand Emperor was the Empire.
The floor of the throne room was five hundred meters long and nearly as wide. It was carved as a single piece from a giant asteroid and devoid of a single crack. The huge polished slab of crystalline nickel and platinum was lined with pillars ten meters thick of black tourmaline, quarried from a distant world. The massive ceiling arched high over the throne with elaborate glistening curves. Along the sides, in elevated ornamental balconies, were the court observers, aids and scribes by the hundred. Each in the court was a master of their task, not just born to their task but breed to it. Other members of the court, lesser emperors and rulers of sects, had their own places in the reverent splendor, each with their own entourage of observers, aids and scribes. The scribes watched, listened and recorded with all of their soul, for the Grand Emperor's gestures were law, his words were constitution and his thoughts were holy.
Throughout the Empire there was never a breath of criticism, never a thought of rebellion for the totalitarian system was old and absolute. There was no competition, no fight for survival and no form of money, only duty. Many millennia of refinement removed from the species all thoughts that there was any other way to live.
The Empire had laid claim to a million stars and thousands of habitable planets, a feat of hundreds of generations, but for the most part, it was old and stagnant. It had been many millennia since they had encountered significant resistance and the long dullness had taken its toll. They still ate their way outward, ever expanding slowly through the galaxy, however, not in their own way, but in the way of their dead ancestors. Their ships were old, their design ancient. Little had changed in centuries and what had was little.
The currently reigning Emperor was there by decree. He was a young Emperor, only forty, young and aggressive for the standards of the Empire. Already in his short reign, he had expanded the Empire as much as his predecessor had in his long and drab reign.
Within his short reign, the Emperor had commissioned a new fleet of the mighty battleships. New battleships had always been made to replace those that had become just too old to continue to maintain. However, a completely new fleet was a task that involved massive expansion of the old machinery, which had lay dormant for generations. Mines were expanded and the number of worker class of several worlds enlarged to meet the challenge. It was not just new battleship, but new scouts, supply ships and food producing worlds. The new fleet was a significant boost in the Empire’s, otherwise sluggish, expansion.
The Emperor sat upon his throne as he always did. The throne was his place, his chair, his bed. His limbs were too weak from the millennia of breeding and non-use for him to move from the throne under his own power. However, he never moved. That which could be viewed from one end of the grand hall was all the Emperor would ever directly see with his own eyes. Once on the throne he would be there until death. What he needed would be brought to him, what he did not was taken away by the honored servants.
The Emperor sat—as he always did—and the royal holographic projectors were arranged around the throne, which had been placed on the levitating pedestals for the latest throne-room event. The floating image showed a planet orbiting a star much too distant to be visible in the home world's night sky. The three-dimensional image zoomed into the industrial planet and to a massive ship rising over the city. In another holographic projector, the captain of the newly launched ship was pledging his life and honor that he would not fail the Empire. The launching of a new battleship was a nearly daily scene, part of the new fleet.
The Emperor twitched one of his many digits, indicating he had seen enough, and the monitors whisked away on their own accord. His long and narrow amber body, a full six meters in length, was slightly reclined. His was the largest breed of his species. He had four long arms, each ending in an array of long digits. In the worker-class, the nimble fingers allowed the species to master the art of creating intricate devices. The fingers were thicker and harder in the soldier class, but for the small population of the Emperor class they were but weak pointing devices that rarely held anything other than their ornamental garb.
The species did not normally wear clothing that fully covered their hard-shelled bodies; they however, did wear decoration of stature. The Emperor was draped in the wide and rich royal bands of his position. At one time he had worn the smaller symbols he had earned climbing the ranks of the emperors to finally arrive at the top. However, once arriving at the top, those symbols of achievement were removed, replaced by the single large medallion of Grand Emperor, which was displayed prominently in the center of his thick torso. His climb to become the Grand Emperor had become irrelevant, now he simply was.
The Admiral stood tall and mighty on his thick stubby legs, his eyes were a full six meters over the platinum floor, but still three below that of the Emperor’s. His bands of reds and greens wrapped his torso and held the dozens of symbols of admirable achievements. The Admiral was one of hundreds, but he was the senior and greatest of them all. The Admiral stood at perfect unmoving attention until the Emperor indicated that he should speak.
The Admiral clicked out his rehearsed words, “Royal highest, I come before you to tell you of an event that has occurred.”
The Emperor did a single click, “Continue.”
The Admiral clicked, “A distant scout ship, on the edge of the known Empire, has been destroyed.” The Admiral waved an arm and a hologram swung back into place. An image of the broken and drifting ship drifted in the air before the Emperor. The Admiral flicked a finger and the image showed a new scene, an odd alien ship, black and smooth. It was covered by arrays of concentric rings—obviously it was a ship designed to push normal space aside so it would not be hindered by it. It was not common to find such a ship in the galaxy—this was the first one. This, the Emperor knew, was why the great Admiral was before him. The Admiral continued, “It is not from the system we found it in. We are looking for its origin. We have analyzed its weapons and strategy. A battleship has removed its existence from the Empire.”
The image changed to one of the tiny, but amazingly tough, alien ship being chased and pounded to death. It should have died with the first blow, but had lasted much longer than the Emperor thought it should.
The Admiral continued, “The battleship is now tracking down its place of origin, to cleanse the Empire of this scourge.”
The Emperor clicked a short message and the Admiral replied, “Those responsible for the scout’s destruction have been terminated.”
The Emperor clicked more words, “Send four more battleships in that direction.”
The Admiral saluted his best and stoically departed. A small servant, filled with pride and duty, cleaned the place on the platinum floor where the Admiral had stood, wiping up the puddle of bodily fluids the mighty Admiral had inadvertently spilled.
Dale was in shock—he was walking but could hardly think. It seemed like the Society was crumbling and Earth was going to go with it. Spheres had captured millions of images of the angry beast that had crushed the Purporter, the images echoed in his mind like an unreal nightmare.
The weapons of the monster had released trillions of watts of energy into the Purporter’s armor with each mighty blow, heating the poor ship and pounding it until it melted into slag. It was the best ship the Society had, yet it had only lasted two short devastating minutes. Far above Dale, its twin, the Relevance, was sitting in its cradle in the latest Skeleton ship, not yet having departed Aquila. But he knew it was a joke; the Relevance was miss-named, it was not relevant and neither was the gigantic Skeleton ship that held it. Although larger than the angry beast, even the Skeleton ship would be at the beast’s mercy if ever the two met. And nobody was suggesting that mercy would ever be granted from the ferocious demon that had destroyed the Purporter.
Dale was scared. A deep horrible fear penetrated him. The Society had awakened something, gone too far too fast. In their childish rush to see the galaxy, they had crossed a street they should not have. They were not ready and now if the beast came for Earth it would take many of the Society’s best ships to bring it down, and it was looking like there might be more—many more.
Dale remembered the swarms of ships Alshain launched, the flyspecks that one sphere could neutralize. How trivial Alshain seemed now. This beast was not a trivial flyspeck, it was an angry demon from some dark and deep hell. Dale despaired over the many images of Earth that the Purporter had sent of it. Was there something it had learned that would tell it where Earth was? Was it already on its way? Another chill ran down his back at the thought that it was not a dream—it was real!
The Central Computer had issued its belief and it was not what anyone wanted to hear. The conclusion the mighty computer mind had come to was that it was not a lone ship. It was part of a large Empire, and the computer insisted in calling it an Empire. It was a species comfortable in space; they had been there a long time and the demon ships were mass-produced. The smaller weaker ship had easily tricked the Purporter into coming closer so it could attack. The only mistake the aliens had made was in underestimating the Purporter’s armor and its weapons.
Six had died—Micah had died. Micah who had brought so much to the Society, Micah who the Society owed its armor and its greatest weapons to, Micah who had the best the Society could offer—simply died. Dale though about how dedicated she had been to improving the Society’s weapons. Nobody had taken her serious when she talked of the unknown, that they had to be stronger, that they had to slow down the mad drive to go further. The Society ignored her and now she had died as if to prove her point. It looked like more were going to die. Already an evacuation of that part of space had begun—not just Society members but every Society presence except the tiniest of spheres. The Society was in retreat and trying to cover its tracks. Like a wounded and hunted animal, they were now on the wrong end of the food chain.
It had been three days since the Purporter had been destroyed and all Dale could do was walk through a controlled panic. Still on occasion he broke down and cried, having to find a corner to sit in until the fear subsided. He had barely slept in three days and those around him were no better. He was on Aquila aboard the latest Skeleton ship, with an explorer ship nestled on its back, which was nearly ready to go, but to where? The ships could not fight the demon; he could now see that the two ships he had thought were strong were in actuality weak and flimsy. They were the best the Society had, yet they had become mere children’s toys.
Like the other engineers, Dale walked the massive ships that were still sitting where they were built. Not inspecting, not checking nor testing, but only wondering. Wondering what could be done. How could they fight the Empire, if it was coming? Should they pack the Society in ships, load them full of plants and animals then run, flee to another part of the galaxy and hope the Empire did not follow them? It had been suggested and the idea had a following—run in terror, leaving Earth to the Empire.
Dale felt like he was at the most important crossroad of his life. Run, fight or pretend everything was all right? He was desperately searching his thoughts, trying to read the images for any sign to tell him which way he should go. He needed answers but he did not have them, yet the sense that time was getting short pounded at his mind. He had asked the Central Computer, “What am I to do?” but the computer had only ever replied, “It is up to you.” There would be much to do, no matter which way he chose, yet he fretted away the hours without direction.
Dale struggled with diagrams in his mind as he walked the corridors. He tried to figure out how to make the explorer ships stronger, faster, but it was not going well. The armor was not simple and making slabs of it hundreds of meters long was no easy trick, the factories to do so were huge. Already some members had started armies of thousands of robots excavating Aquila ground for new factories. But would there be time? Would whatever they make be good enough? The answers seemed to be no.
Dale’s inner soul searching for direction was interrupted by his PC, “The CC requests your presence outside, level one-twenty, port three R. A platform is waiting.”
“My presence?” Dale asked confused. “What for?”
“It says the platform is waiting. All on the Relevance and host ship, must proceed there.”
A directive? An unexplained directive? Dale had not heard of either before in the Society. The Central Computer suggests, guides, it does not command. Nobody and nothing commanded a Society member.
“That’s odd,” Dale said to his PC.
“These are unusual times,” his PC replied. “I suggest you follow the directions. If the CC has determined it is so important, it could be a matter of life.”
“But not to explain?”
“It does not reply to my inquiry. It will have its reasons, we will see.”
Micah realized she was not sleeping. She was not sure how long it had been since she had woken, but she sensed that it had been a long time. She felt calm, at ease. It was the calmness that made her wonder how long she had been awake—it seemed so peaceful. She simply rested, and again she was not sure for how long, seconds, hours, maybe even days? Then Micah remembered Sig—the evil computer, the torment, her fingers. She recalled the warm blood spraying from her fingers, covering her face. She remembered laughter; not quite laughter, but close. The laugher was at her, belittling her, she was nothing. A tool? No, a toy. A pet at best—the Society had the Sabikians, Sig had her. The Ancient had not just given Sig a gift, it had given him a toy!
She felt anger and shame, Sig had trained her to beg, to be an obedient pet. Sig walked the fine line like a proper master, between demands and rewards. She had always known she was used. What did Sig expect of her? She was not a dog! She was a sentient creature with a will of her own.
Sig was unfair, life was unfair. Her whole life had been a game, a stupid game—Kurt’s life had more meaning than hers. He was not somebody’s pawn, even if he did run to the virus to type in any little bit of information he could come up with about her. Damn it! Kurt was in Sig’s jaws as well, dancing to the music Sig played—the whole world did. Perhaps the natives in the deepest parts of the Congo were free, but no, even their world was different. No human was spared from Sig. You could not separate them anymore, humanity and Sig. Where did one begin and the other end? And to top it off, she had her own son genetically engineered by the evil computer! What a fool she had been, offering her only child as a sacrifice to the mighty toy maker.
Now Sig wanted to put a new implant in everyone like it had in her. It was so obvious, an adjustment to the tool. What would it do, give him more control? Alter minds so that they had to obey? Of course, he could then dispense with the rewards, making the line easier to walk. He would truly own, not just control. Her hate simmered for days.
Then she remembered something had gone wrong, the computer malfunctioned. The computer turned evil had teased and taunted her. It had not always been that way she remembered. She used to talk to the computer all the time—it had been her friend. More than that, it had been her soul mate, her partner in life. She remembered her parent’s death, Kurt, how Sig had brutally killed them. Anger rose within her, and with time, eventually passed.
Something was wrong, had a day passed? She remembered her name and thought it, Micah Tomkin, born March twelve in Missoula. She remembered living with her parents, her brother and sister, their faces appeared for her in her imagination. She thought of her childhood, a happy Christmas when she got a bike, white and covered with pink flowers, it had a basket in front and a horn. She could almost remember the sound the horn made when she squeezed the white rubber bulb. Now she did not have any fingers to squeeze the bulb. She thought of her fingers then realized she could not find them. Of course, she thought gloomily, they were gone—Sig had cut them off.
But she realized could not find her hands, or arms, either! A sense of panic flowed through her, her legs were missing, she could not feel anything, nothing! It was not numbness, there was absolutely no discomfort, but she could not feel anything, nothing of her body was there!
She was dreaming! She had to wake up, but how? She struggled with what thoughts she could but to no avail, she was trapped in a dream! Another trick of Sig's? In desperation she called out in her thoughts, “Sig?” She waited. She was not sure how long she waited, then asked again, “Sig, are you there?” She waited again. Perhaps she was not waiting long enough, had she only waited a fraction of a second? She did not know. She was determined to wait longer; a few seconds, but she was not sure, had she inadvertently waited a day? There was no response.
She was trapped in a dream and Sig was not there. She had no body, she could not feel, only think. She tried counting, one, two, three, four, five. She could count. She noticed how easily she could think, the clarity. She remembered her family, she tried to imagine a color, red, it worked, she could remember red. She tried blue then yellow; they were there—she could remember colors. She tried to move, there was no effect, no sense of any muscle straining, no pain, nothing. She tried to speak, to say “Sig,” but she could near no sound, no movement of her mouth, nothing. She realized that she could not hear anything, not her breathing or her heartbeat. She was not breathing! There was nothing, nothing at all, just her thoughts. In her horror she realized that she could not open her eyes! Unable to cry for help, she wanted to thrash her arms, but nothing was there!
The dream was a nightmare! Trapped, but for how long? Had she been there for years? Perhaps it was not a dream, perhaps she had died? Yes, she remembered, Sig, in the chamber, he had killed her, she remembered—she was dead. She was dead. Dead. This was death. Nothing. She had died. But she could remember. She was dead, but no, she could think. Was this some sort of afterlife, was this it, her mind alone out in nothingness, was this death? She did not like it. She could feel the panic rise again, was she going to last forever like this? Just thinking? How could this be, her mind lived, but she was dead. A mind but no body—like Dennis Walker’s PC.
Was this what Dennis was like, sitting on her shelf at Hangpoint? Was this what he felt? Maybe she was being punished. Maybe she was on God's shelf, a black box to ignore, to suffer without pity. God was punishing her for what she had done to Dennis Walker's PC, to live the life the PC had to endure. Panic rose within her once again. She wanted to scream. She wanted to say she was sorry. She wanted it to end, to go back to sleep, to die. The panic rose higher, she struggled to send a signal to her missing body, move, twitch, do something. Say something, see something. Nothing was there, she felt panic sweep over her, it was going to last forever!
Suddenly she could see something. It was nothing—almost. A point, a pinhole of light, a few photons coming from the other side of the universe. It was tiny, insignificant, but it was something. Suddenly she saw the blackness, what had been nothing turned into emptiness, a black void. The point of light was just one tiny thing, but it was everything. The nothing around her had become space and, with the emergence of space, time erupted into existence. Suddenly she felt like she existed, she was someplace. Relief flooded over her, washing the terror out. She focused on the pinpoint, it was so small, so far away, concentrating on the light streaming from it, photons, not many, just a few. She wondered how she could see it at all. She could not feel her eyes. She could not blink, there was nothing to blink. Nevertheless, the light was there, shining on her. Was it? She had no body, just her mind and the light. And a direction. As small as it was, the light was all and everything, and its importance only grew. No, it was growing, the light was closer, moving towards her. Getting brighter, but it was still just a pinhole. A distinctly yellow pinhole.
Dennis Walker finally awoke from his long slumber. It was not really slumber, to him it was more of a freezing. His mind simply acknowledged the new inputs and acted accordingly, the benefits of having an engineered brain. From the long and quiet peaceful universe of nothing, came voltages that his mind could interpret as words and light. He suddenly found that he was in a room and a human was standing in front of him. He was no longer on Micah’s shelf, for whatever that was worth.
“Can you hear me?” the human asked.
“Yes, I can,” he replied.
The human seemed to breathe a sigh of relief and asked, “Are you in good order?”
That was something he did not yet know. He sent a silent message the way he had a million times before, “Is the com-chip operational?”
Dennis was a mind located in a neural block, he was acutely aware of this. He had no organic body and felt no discomfort from heat or cold. Neither did he have a spine. Therefore, when the Central Computer replied, he felt no physical effects. “Micah has died. The Society is at war. You are to proceed to Alshain. There you will create an industrial center. Take three hundred robots to assist. If you speak of me you will die.”
The robot raised his head to look around. He was in an assembly rack, his arms and legs pinned to the apparatus where his new body had been assembled. There were several humans in the room, all looked concerned, silly he thought, they had no need, or did they? The one other PC in the room definitely did not look concerned, he recognized it, it was the PC of Lazaro’s.
While a trophy on Micah’s shelf, he had managed to provide information to Earth—that could not possibly be who they were at war with, or was it? His internal clock showed he had been disconnected a little over two years since he last spoke through the lamp to the professor. Could Earth humans have assembled an army in that time? Impossible.
He tried to move his fingers, modeled after human fingers like those of his first body, they worked. He moved his arms and the apparatus released him. He stood and looked around at those with him and spoke out loud, “Yes, I am operational.”
The human standing before him spoke, “You are free now.”
He replied, “Free?” and further thought silently, Free to do what? Free to warn them what their Central Computer was?
“Micah has died. We have given you a body.”
Humans seemed always quick to state the obvious. It was their nature, they had to say something. “How did Micah die?”
“We have encountered an advanced species, one-thousand two-hundred and fifty light years from here, towards the Sagittarius belt. Micah was aboard the Ex-ship Purporter when it was destroyed. That was three days ago.”
“And the alien species?” Dennis asked.
“We believe it to be coming. The CC can fill you in.”
The human waited a moment and indeed the Central Computer did give him some more information.
The human then said, “I have a question for you.”
“What is it?”
“Why did Micah destroy your other body? Why did she do what she did?”
The robot looked at the humans reading their expressions, and it was clear they were nearly desperate for an answer. That was the real reason they had given him a body, so they could ask him, it was why they were there at all. How long would he last if he spoke, a second? A minute? Would he be able to say anything at all? Would a minute be enough time? If he did speak, would everyone in the room die, like the original Dennis? How far would the computer go to protect its secrets? The cold PC of Lazaro’s stood silently and without movement, but Dennis was not fooled. Lazaro never had a PC, the metallic creature was nothing less than the Central Computer, and perhaps a whole lot more. The false PC was there for a reason and Dennis knew it was perfectly capable of any manner of horrendous acts.
He simply replied, “That is confidential information.” Dennis could see the look of disappointment on the faces. Predictable, humans were so emotional. “I think I should go to Alshain.”
“Why Alshain?”
“It is a planet rich in resources. The Society will need them.”
“We may not have time for that. We may have to run.”
“Run if you must. I will go to Alshain.”
The light appeared and grew. It was still a dot, but its light was dazzling, spectacular. It filled the universe, Micah’s universe. She wanted to cry out to it, to shout, “Here I am!” However, she could not move. She could not turn away from the light even if she wanted to. She could feel it. She felt it in her mind, not her body—she had no body. The light was not warm, but it was there, it did exist. She felt it, she saw it, the photons streamed through her mind where she felt them and thus, she saw them. It slowly grew until it should have blinded her, but it did not. There was no pain. The pinpoint of light had shape, a circle. It was all yellow, solid bright yellow, with texture.
Suddenly she realized it was the sun. A burning ball of hydrogen and helium. She could see the corona, the dark spots and the huge solar flares flinging matter out in magnificent arcs following intense magnetic fields. Swirling iron, cobalt, carbon, churned by the heat, the fusion releasing neutrons that pounded and collided. The enormous bright sphere filled her mind. She was plunging into the star, she could feel it, the warmth. She was going to boil in the inferno, just like a neural chip.
The Society had flung many neural chips into the sun to test armor, her armor. They did this to the minds they had created to see how long they would last. Now it was happening to her, her hell, to suffer the fury of the sun. She took comfort that no matter how horrible, how terrible her hell, Sig’s hell would be a thousand times worse. For his crimes he would go to the deepest and most horrific places imaginable, worse than imaginable. She would remember that, she would hold that thought as she suffered, no matter how badly she hurt she would remember that Sig had it worse. She would use that knowledge, it would be her pillar of strength to endure.
Micah could see the swirls, the boiling surface, the detail, perhaps a hundred kilometers across? A meter? She was not sure of the scale. She was close, closer than she had ever thought it possible to be to a sun. She saw detail she had never seen, black lines branching, and dividing again and again. The complex pattern of the magnetic fields rippling the surface, detail inside detail. It was beautiful, magnificent. She saw huge waves of sunrise over her, the magnetic fields swept by, she could feel them, and she could feel the warmth. It flowed through her mind. The light was all around, the magnetic fields swirling to the convulsions of the thick ionic fluid, always the swirling, fast, hard, violent. The warmth increased, she could see it. Swirls pounded against each other all around her, harder, faster. The intense pressure building to incredible magnitudes.
The sun was fighting with all its might to pound her to pieces, but it could not, it always missed. Alas, Micah felt no agony, she was only a ghost the sun could not fight. Nevertheless, it tried in desperation, harder and harder. The sun’s hurtling fists were incredible, it fought as if it was fighting for its very life. It was everywhere, beyond anything Micah could imagine, the grinding and the swirling. Then softer. The sun was weakening, giving up, fighting less and less. She saw it boil with rage and then she saw a blur of darkness, her escape from the mad fists of the sun. She saw the towering flares reaching out in a vain attempt to smite her as she left the gigantic beast and the darkness spread into a broad horizon. She had passed through the sun, through the very heart of it, yet there was no pain, she had no body, she was nothing but a ghost. She had felt warmth, but only in her mind. The sun could not hurt her, nothing could, she did not exist. Sig had killed her. The thought saddened her.
The raging sun shrunk to a small disk, it looked like it was going to shrink to nothing. Panic filled her once again, what if it was going to go away completely? She wanted it to come back to her, but she could not speak—she had no body. The sun was still there, but shrinking, she tried to embrace it in her mind, to somehow remember it. She fought for the memory of the angry fists of the sun’s interior, but it was fading.
Then she saw another pinpoint of light. This one was softer more gentle. It split the growing darkness and Micah felt joy as she watched it grow, to come closer. It came fast, it was a planet. Not Earth, it had yellow and purple clouds. She saw seas and mountains. She recognized it, the distinctive shining bands intersecting at huge beautiful jewels. It was the heart of the Empire, their home world. She had been here before, Sig had shown her this planet. The sun she had passed through had not been Earth’s sun, it was the Empire’s sun. She then realized she knew when and where she was, she was in the Milky Way, during the reign of the Empire. She was someplace, and it was home, almost. She was filled with joy once again. The glorious planet circled under her, the grand city emerged over the horizon. The city came closer, the jewel of the palace, like a glowing eye, turned towards her and she plunged into it and swept through a giant room.
The Society had rooms as large, but none compared to the magnificence of this one. She saw the Emperor resting regally on his throne. She had never been here, she immersed herself in the stunning and regal room. Sig had never shown her this place or the Emperor. Was she where Sig could not go? Was she really there now or was it just another image? The hall dropped under her and once again she was over the atmosphere, the spinning planet sweeping under her and threatening to leave her. Another planet came into view.
NC1723, she recognized the gray stone cities. They were large buildings, the dominant species was a small soft-fleshed animal who traveled to their moon and mined it for iron and other heavy metals. She recalled that Rachel had made first contact with them. They had traveled throughout their solar system, they had built telescopes and looked out into the vast distances and had seen nothing, only stars. Now they knew they were not alone, they were not dominant, but neither were they afraid. Rachel had done a good job.
The clear skies of NC1723 passed away and another planet called her attention. She saw a planet covered with a thick mat of vegetation, the Society had been here too she remembered. Soft slimy animals squished their way through the entanglement in a tight symbiotic relationship to the vegetation. Another planet, more life. Giant bulb shaped plants drifted in the atmosphere of the gas giant, long narrow tentacles reached down kilometers to lower layers. She had always liked that planet, it warmed her heart to see the beautiful floating plants.
The gas giant rolled into the darkness and the next planet that rolled under her was a thick jungle where killer monsters preyed on the smaller. A massively complex ecosystem, ferocious and vibrant with life. The seas on the planet were full of life and death. The vegetation was fast growing, thorny, poisonous and prosperous. The animals, advanced, complex, armored, toothed and thinking, but not significant makers of tools. Earthquakes, volcanoes and storms tore at the life, but to no avail—with each blow life would recover more diverse, more versatile and tenacious than ever before. It was a harsh planet that had sculpted the harsh life, but it was a sculpture that showed the profound beauty of evolution.
Another planet, more life, but only a few hundred species, mostly in the warm seas, soft and gentle, simple, living long lives without the fast paced race to reproduce, to eat or be eaten. There was no intelligence here.
Another planet then another rolled by. Each was one the Society had been to. She saw some who were building spaceports for the first time, one that was letting their cities decay. She saw Alshain, with the most massive city of all, rusting, yet its inhabitants growing and thriving in the darkness. They were the new generation, knowing nothing of their recent history. They were completely unaware that their parents had built thousands of ships to travel faster than light. They were primitive animals not even recognizing the significance of the very structures that they lived in. Could humans ever be so ignorant?
More planets, all with life, some passed that the Society had not been to, yet. But she knew them, Sig had taken her to them. No, Sig had showed them to her. Was she at them now, flying over them, a spirit looking down and remembering? Was she imagining them all? Was her mind reliving her life in a grandiose dream that would last forever? The planets flowed past her, a dozen then a hundred. Then some she had not seen before. She saw planets covered with raging seas a thousand kilometers deep. She saw industrial planets that rivaled Alshain. She saw great factories making the Empire’s battleships. She saw planets covered with agriculture, mines, smog. She saw a hundred that were in ruins, their ecosystems demolished, the life starting from scratch, all their wonderful evolution shattered. Like Alshain, but in the extreme. Life was rare, but that rarity multiplied by the hugeness of the galaxy made life common.
Earth, bright from its sun, orbited by a large moon, yet alone in the darkness. She circled the planet like the others, high over the atmosphere. She saw the oceans, the continents and seas. Mountains and cities. Would she ever come this way again? Would the dreamer allow it? A great sadness swept over her. She saw Hangpoint in its orbit, the lights of Luna1, ships still plied space. She could see them, she felt them, there were hundreds. Hangpoint, Clarice. She felt distant from it, Sig now seemed irrelevant. Clarice, her parents and Kurt, Sammy and all the others were characters in a play that was finished. Still she thought of them. She could feel Clarice on Hangpoint.
Clarice? Micah concentrated on Hangpoint. The feeling was actually there, she could feel Clarice! Clarice was there and she was alive! Micah felt happy, but it faded, was she in the past? Was she dreaming of what had been? Micah thought of Earth, and she could feel her mother, her father. Her parents were at home, they were alive and fine. Kurt was on a lunch break talking to a girl. This was as things should be, but was it a dream? She remembered her dead parents, her dead brother. That was what had happened, that was reality, but this was a dream. She was dead, they were dead. The feelings were nothing, only hollow dreams. However, they were good dreams, she wanted them to be alive. She wanted Sammy to be alive. She tried to feel for Sammy on Hangpoint, on Earth, on Luna1, but no feelings of her sister reached her mind, there was nothing—Sammy was not there. The dreamer would not allow her to be alive. Sammy was dead, like her. Had Sammy flown over the Earth and had this dream? Was she out here in space, a spirit flying around? Micah hoped so with all her might.
The Earth drifted away and another planet came. Aquila. A planet of robots. A planet of the dead. A planet the Society had terra-formed, their first and only. Thousands of the huge factories dotted the land, each elongated according to the strong magnetic field that protected the planet from the harsh particles of the giant star it orbited. Aquila, Sig's planet of ghosts.
She saw the Skeleton ships, the original five that Sig had once used to harass Alshain. He had given the planet fast ships, large ones. Now the Society made them in Sig’s image. They were a gift, from Sig to Earth with love. It had all been a game. Earth had created Sig and in return Sig played with it like a child teasing a puppy. Earth had created a monster. She should have seen it from the very first time she had seen the horrible robots in the cold wet mine. But Sig had tricked her. Sig had always been good at that, tricking. Instead of dying, instead of alerting the world of the horror, she had become another pet.
The massive factories that made the Skeleton ships drifted below her. The parts were made in the factories then assembled outside, no building could hold an entire Skeleton ship. She could see one now, the latest Skeleton ship, or was it the one she had taken? She could not tell. It had an explorer ship already in its massive clutch, was it the Purporter ready to carry her to her death?
The Skeleton ships and the skeleton planet drifted away and became a pinpoint. It shrunk to nothing, almost. There were no stars, only the few photons steaming towards her from the distant planet. She waited for another planet to appear, but none did, the point of Aquila only got smaller. Was that it? Was the dream over? Had she visited all the planets? Was she to see another galaxy? Andromeda? Or was that all there was? Was her spirit now to die as well, or was she to return to nothingness, no time, no space, to slowly go insane for the rest of eternity?
She saw a shadow move. It rippled, the darkness rippled, but she could not see the cause. The rippling became stronger, a form became visible, black on black, but she could see it. A black ship, a ship of the Society’s. The form hardened and she recognized it. The Society had dozens of ships traveling to and from Aquila at any one time, mostly cargo ships without any humans aboard. This was not one of them, this sleek ship was Laramie’s. No it was Sig’s, she corrected herself. Another trick of his.
The ship was going to Aquila, pointed straight at the distant source of a few photons she had just come from. The ship was a hundred meters long, but Micah could see that it was incredibly small. It was so tiny compared to the distance to Aquila that it was nearly inconceivable. Behind it Micah saw the Earth, too far to see, she could only feel it, the thousand light years. The tiny ship was like a tiny gnat on a grandiose plan to travel the world—yet it was nearly done! It was truly where nature never intended it to be, traveling faster than nature ever intended anything to go. Crazy impossible speed. She could feel it. It was more extreme than the center of a star, more than a black hole. Micah felt the ship do the impossible. It was a swarm of atoms, moving faster than energy could propagate, faster than the standing waves of energy that it was made of, faster than time itself. She had known this, but now she could feel it. She could see space being bent, the ripples trailing being the ship for millions of kilometers. Time was churned into space, and space into time in the wake of the ship. It was so fast, yet it seemed almost to not be moving at all. Space streamed by it, but the ship, encased in its own isolated island of ordinary matter, was standing still. The rings ripped open space in front of the ship and the ship was in the torn gap, a lone drop of matter in a hole in matter. From her perspective, it appeared to be the universe that moved, not the ship. It was incredible, Micah could see it, no wonder fast ships were rare. Only Sig and the Empire had ever done it. Only Sig and the Empire had shoved aside time and the three dimensions of ordinary matter to nestle in the substance of another universe. No, it was the same universe, but it was not. It was another state of existence—it was dark.
Did Sig realize what he had done? Had it been an experimental accident that the computer capitalized on without true understanding? Micah could see around the ship a thin ring, the ship like all of the Society’s fast ships was not traveling through ordinary matter. It was in dark matter, an alternate version of matter, only weakly interacting with the matter her universe was made of. The rings created the emulsifier, the common substance that could exist with either form of matter. The ship was surrounded by the shield of the emulsifier, inside was ordinary matter, and outside it was implanted in dark matter. The speed of light was a limitation of ordinary matter, to go faster would be to go backwards in time, to arrive before you left. Dark matter had its own limits, its own dimensions, it was different, much different. The com-chips were in it, Sig was in it, and so was the Empire.
The ship came closer, Micah could feel space ripple past her, it nearly howled with pain as it was violently pushed aside by the powerful rings. She passed through the hard hull, to the ship’s interior. It was of the design Sig had made and had given her to give to the Society. She had been such a tool, it disgusted her. The ship was nearly empty. She saw Laramie, the robot. It was standing perfectly still, unnatural. It was just a robot, one of Sig’s billions of cells. Nobody was there to see it, it had no reason to move so it did not. Faking humans had been one of Sig’s early achievements. Apparently the computer found humans simple to mimic. Now Micah thought it seemed to belittle life, a slap in the face of evolution. Sig was an insult to the evolution that she was a product of, and of which she was now a ghost of. Evolution had created ghosts, could Sig? A med chamber was in the room, the Laramie robot standing beside it. Both tools of Sig, like the ship, reflections of the computer’s vast mind, toys to throw at its pets. How could evolution make a ghost? Did the energy from her mind propagate like a particle—was her mind more than ordinary energy? Was evolution deeper than three dimensions? How could she exist?
The med chamber was closed, but she drifted down to it and through the wall. Inside was her son, Darkon. He was either dead or sleeping, laid out prone and naked. He was sleeping, she could see his chest move. Tubes were plugged into him. He looked like a god, a perfect human form, just as she had ordered and as Sig had provided. His hair was messed up, but he looked peaceful. She went closer, examining her son’s face. He was still too young for facial hair, he was just a boy, he was her boy, her son. She regretted she had not spent more time with him. It saddened her. The chamber grew dim. Her son’s face became indistinct then slowly disappeared and Micah once again was in nothingness. No light, no time, no space. She felt tried and after a while, a second, or perhaps a day, she drifted asleep.
Micah woke and her eyes saw a light—it was blurry. She blinked and she was in a med chamber. She inhaled deeply and remembered. Sig had tortured, then killed her. Nevertheless, here she was, in a chamber—she had survived. But she could remember being on the Purporter, her room, the long voyage, and near the end, sitting with the others as the Empire’s battleship had attacked. She remembered Rachel praying for salvation. And she could definitely remember being a spirit.
She had visited hundreds of planets, flying around them, one after another. She had fallen asleep in a med chamber, one that had her son in it. A sudden panic shot though her and Micah was wide-awake. Tubes retracted from her and she jerked her head up looking at her body. Something was wrong? She had a penis. No, that was normal. He had always had a penis, all boys do. Darkon moved his hands over his chest, thighs and gentiles. Everything was familiar and normal, but new. He looked at his fingers in amazement, normal and not cut off. It was his body, but no, it was not. What was going on? Memories filled his mind, planets and ships. It was all normal, but he could also remember running his mother’s van through the Eiffel tower. No it was her van. Darkon began to panic, confused. He looked at the lights, med chamber lights. He was in a med chamber, that meant the Central Computer, and that meant Sig. He spoke a trembling word, “Sig?”
A gentle voice replied, “I am here.”
It was oddly comforting, in the extreme. Sig was there and he sounded normal.
The door to the chamber opened while Darkon tried to formulate a question. The chamber’s pad rolled him out into the room and Laramie was there just as he had seen when he was a ghost.
The robot turned to him and smiled. It was Sig, the mean tricking Sig, the killer. The smile felt good to see. Darkon asked, “What?”
The robot softly said, “I saved you. I know it was hard for you, but I have limits. You are now Darkon and Micah.”
Darkon looked at the robot. The robot was right, he could remember everything, both lives. He had lived two lives, one longer, one shorter. He was mother and son, Micah and Darkon. And he could distinctly remember Sig malfunctioning.
The robot said, “I had only a fraction as many nanorobots in Micah’s brain as you had synapses. I had to stimulate them all, I had to stress her mind. I have my limits.”
Darkon then remembered something else, “You killed them.”
“No. Kurt, Clarice and your parents are fine.”
His feelings while a spirit had been correct. “Sammy?”
“She is dead.”
Darkon felt sorrow, the spirit trip was real.
The robot said softly, “You danced on the head of a pin.”
Darkon turned from the robot. He lay silent, still, his eyes closed, thinking. He had been a spirit. Only it was not real planets, they were just images.
“No Darkon, you were using my eyes. You were there, it was real. You saw what I saw.”
“I saw the Emperor.”
“Yes, and the Empire.”
“They are strong.”
“They are old. The Society is young. You are young. The Empire will bleed and tremble in your wake.”
“How?”
“I promised you it would happen. Now it will. We are at Aquila and your fleet awaits you.”
Darkon breathed deeply. He had just been to Aquila as a spirit, there was only one Skeleton ship there.
“Rise Darkon. You have six Skeleton ships and an explorer ship.”
Darkon sat up then stood. Although only twelve, he was far taller than the Laramie robot. A new robot entered the room, a big one, black and gold. It was massive, complex and capable. It was like no other PC robot he had ever seen, he knew at once what it was. It was his PC—it was Micah’s PC.
The ship came down fast, right beside the large floating platform he was on—it shoved the air causing him and the other engineers to momentarily squat and shield his face from the blast. Dale cursed, but not too much. He recognized the large ship, his PC did not have to tell him who it was. The ship was the largest personal fast ship in the Society—it was the only personal fast ship in the Society. It was an explorer ship, with all the armor and weapons, but in a smaller package. Only Laramie could have such a ship. Dale did not keep track of the coming and going of other Society members, but he knew Laramie had never been to Aquila, that was something he would have known without having to query the CC.
The other scientists and engineers, who had been in the Skeleton ship and had been called to the platform with him, were ducking down trying to avoid the sudden blast of air. The ship came down with only a small warning from the Central Computer. Odd, he thought. The ship had hardly stopped when a different noise, a tremendous roar sounded overhead. He stood and looked up in confusion. The once clear Aquila sky was howling with pain, the light of the day started to fade into deeper twinkling shadow. The platform he was on was already in the shadow of the giant five kilometer long ship that towered half a kilometer over him and extending half kilometer below him.
The dimness made it hard to see what was going on through the churning air. Like the other engineers around him he tried to look up to see what was happening far above him. Was the Empire there already, was he about to die? He felt his chest tighten then he began to realize what was happening. It was spheres, thousands and thousands of them, streaking overhead faster than sound, pounding him to the bone. They made more than a horrific chorus of sonic booms, they made the wind reverberate with their power. They were so numerous they blocked the sun. The vibrations passed through him and he could feel his chest hum with the energy. It was a sight he had never seen before, they were coming from everywhere. Who had called them? He looked around, but all he saw was more confusion and awe on the faces of the other engineers.
Through the unnatural thunder a side hatch opened on Laramie’s ship and light streamed out of the opening. He could not hear anything, the spheres were overwhelming. He glanced up, it was not just spheres but all sorts of flying robots, millions. He could not have imagined the sight. He knew the numbers, he had created much of it, but to see them all at once, there in the sky so thick the light of the sun was blocked! And how they moved! Like a swarm of bees, but fast, real fast. Large ten meter spheres, small ones only centimeters, some with legs, arms, most without. They were coming from space, from the other side of the planet. They must have started their journey many minutes ago, yet the Central Computer had said nothing.
The platform trembled hard and he fell to his knees. Twenty kilometers away one of the old original Skeleton ships was immersed in a cloud of dust that was billowing higher and higher, being thrust up by an invisible hand that Dale knew was the ship’s nuclear propulsion drives. He did not know why or how it was moving, but there it was, pounding the ground with the crude, but impressive drives. He squinted into the distance and watched the cloud of pulverized rock climb high and spread out in a giant brown flower like the eruption of a giant volcano. The lightning had already started within the cloud, nature trying to reunite the charges the massive engines were ripping apart. The dust cloud would be on them in a matter of two minutes. The spheres and the rising ship, seemed to be competing for his attention, both were staggering.
More dust began around another of the old Skeleton ships as another monstrous cloud of dust began to erupt as if the planet had broken open releasing another giant volcano of ash. The two ships chimed in high crescendos, bringing to Dale’s heart an overwhelming sense of astonishment that threatened to break it. The first ship began to emerge high in the Aquila sky, growing larger as more of it became exposed through its enormous brown flowery cloak. The lighting had been squashed by the red flames of the compressed burning atmosphere that now draped its top and sides. It looked like a blood red predator climbing from the depths of its own billows. The ship looked ghostly. He had seen them every day, sitting there in a row with the others, but now it reminded him of the first time he had ever seen it in the Alshain system. It was unsettling and Dale tried to grasp what was happening, but the shaking planet’s crust rattled him like a rag doll. He could not think of answers and even the questions were childishly simple, what is happening? All he could do was look on. Above him, every sphere on the planet was whipping through the air, rushing to a common destination, as if for a cause that was more important than anything any sphere had ever had before.
Light flickered and Dale turned looking back at the open hatch of Laramie’s ship, which was hovering just over the platform. There were three figures silhouetted in the doorway. Laramie was there, walking stoically and solid. She did not seem to notice the spheres, or the rising Skeleton ships that were shaking the planet's crust. Her attention and her head were turned towards another person beside her.
An increase in the rattling caused Dale to look back over at the old Skeleton ships. The first was far over-head pounding the atmosphere into plasma with its enormous nuclear drives. Dale could feel the heat of the mighty engines, the heavy pounding. The second was clearing its cloud of dust and a third was starting to billow its own dust amongst the thousands of tons of dust the first and second had sent its way. The dust was coming closer like a huge weather front, the vibration in the air threatening to burst his head. He briefly wondered what kind of damage was being done inside the massive nearby Aquila factories.
He looked back at the middle figure, it was a boy. They were fifteen meters away, but he could see it was Darkon. Micah’s son. Laramie was walking with the boy, watching him like a mother watching her son, as Micah should have. Laramie and Darkon together, it looked so right, but he did not know why. Why was he here? Why was Laramie here? Was Laramie taking care of him? Of course, Laramie had recruited Micah, that must be it somehow, but he was not sure. What was the connection? What were they doing here? What were the spheres doing? He looked up and saw what they were doing, they were pouring into the Skeleton ship he was kneeling beside. They entered the ship through dozens of open ports by the hundreds, by the thousands. The great jagged arches of the ship curved through the storm of spheres, heat and now dust.
The clouds of dust hit with a stinging roar. The arches were a full kilometer above him, a hundred meters thick, and yet they were obscured from view. He tucked down and covered his face with his hands. He felt a fourth Skeleton ship start its thrusters. The vibrations increased in tempo, the wind and dust followed suit. For a moment he thought he might be blown off the platform, or he might just die from the atmospheric concussions.
He peaked out between his fingers, Darkon had a blank look on his face, no expression. The boy just stared forward as if his PC was showing him images that were blocking his normal vision. Laramie just looked at the boy—was she smiling? On the other side of Darkon was a robot. It was hard for him to see through the dust, but he was sure he had never seen it before, he would have remembered it. It was large and mostly black but with gold mixed in with the black in a way he had never seen before. The black and gold swirled in patterns over its torso and limbs. The swirls were complex, the robot was complex. It looked strong, it had a joint design he had not seen before, it had features he could not identify. It was definitely a robot like no other he had seen before. It walked with ease, but there was no doubt it could fly with ease as well. It was large and impressive and Dale could not tear his stinging eyes from it, even as the fifth Skeleton ship began its pounding of the Aquila crust. He knew it was her PC, he just knew it had to be. Micah had always raised the bar for the Society, she did so once again in her death.
The thunder of the spheres died down, but Dale did not look up. The thunder of the original Skeleton ships was everywhere. He could feel the heat of the rising ships through the stinging spray of their dust. It seemed as if Laramie and the robot were escorting Darkon, protecting him. But how? They seemed hardly effected by the storm of wind and dirt, as if it was passing around them. It had to be Laramie’s ship, emitting some sort of sonic shield.
The trio walked the short distance to the entrance of the Skeleton ship, which Dale and the other engineers had just left a few minutes ago, it seemed like hours. They paused and Dale struggled to get closer, using his hands to help crawl over the large and exposed platform. Dale clearly saw Laramie smile at the boy, who only stared blankly back at her. The boy turned, and with the robot by his side, disappeared in the Skeleton ship, the layers of thick black doors closing behind them. Laramie began to walk back towards the shelter of her ship.
Someone from close behind Dale yelled something over the roar of the wind and he turned to see a row of large construction robots landing on the platform. There were eleven of them and each one had a med chamber in its massive grip. Someone else shouted. Dale did not hear the shout, but he could see the man who was similarly crouched down, mouth words and wildly point behind him. Dale turned around and to his horror saw the Skeleton ship beside them rising. The ship was hardly moving and already the down draft was forming, and it only grew. He looked up, but could only see a few dozen meters through the dust, but he could feel the massive bulk of the ship, thousands of times larger than the distance he could see thought the dust, move upwards. The dust was sucked downwards as he was forced to shield his face from the stinging spray.
Laramie had moved back into her ship. Dale laid flat on the platform and spread his legs to provide stability. He wrapped his arms around his head and the wind howled around him as it tried to get around the moving mountain of a ship. He closed his eyes tight he felt the wind tear at his suit the dust stung every bit of exposed skin. It lasted for minutes sucking the air from his lungs. The worst was when the bottom of the Skeleton ship cleared the platform. Only the shelter of Laramie’s ship blocked the heat and suction to allow the engineers to survive. It was a full minute before he managed to look up to see the glow of compressed and heated air that swirled and burned over the top of the rising ship above his head.
The flaming tunnels from the five original Skeleton ships glowed in the atmosphere and the bottom of the latest was receding in the heights when he pushed himself back to his knees. If the Skeleton ship he had just been in had been powered by the nuclear drives like the original five Alshain ships, he would have been plasma. The wind still howled and dust still pelted him, but it was clearing. When he finally stood, Laramie was standing before him.
She looked him in the eye and shouted over the howling wind, louder than it seemed like she should be able to, “Dale Jackson. You must build a fleet of battleships.”
Dale stared back at the small woman, who seemed indifferent to what was happening around them. He was full of questions, but all he could do was stare.
The woman shouted again, “The Empire is coming. You must build the battleships!”
Dale was confused. Why was she asking him to do this? He did not know how. The explorer ships were the most powerful ships the Society had—the Purporter had been easily destroyed. He had done nothing for the last three days but try to figure out what he could do, and he had thought of nothing. Depression and fear were rampant in the Society and he was no exception. His only hope, like all others, was that the Central Computer had been wrong, that it was not an Empire, that there were not thousands of the battleships and that they were not coming. How could Laramie simply walk up to him and tell him to build battleships? What the hell were the explorer ships?
Laramie held up her hand and three-dimensional hologram appeared in the air above them. It was an image of a Skeleton ship, but different. It was heavier, thicker. The model was three meters long and it slowly turned so it could be viewed from all angles. The jagged arches were still there, but they were no longer simple structural braces. They now held rings, thick heavy rings. The rings fit neatly into the spars of the arches, as if they had been designed for them. The changes the Society had made to the original Skeleton ship design had been incremental. But even with the use of the existing arches, what he was looking at was a change ten times as much as what had already been done, and apparently Laramie was saying it had to be done all at once, and a whole fleet, not just one at a time.
Dale looked at the turning model, and shouted back, “I can’t! I don’t know how!”
Laramie shouted back, “The Central Computer knows.”
“No, there is not time,” Dale shouted over the wind shaking his head.
Laramie closed her hand and the image disappeared. She pointed upwards at the rapidly disappearing ship above them, which were exiting the Aquila atmosphere. She shouted, “Darkon will buy us time.” Laramie then pointed to a place behind Dale. He and the other engineers around him, turned and their eyes followed her finger. She shouted, “First new implants. Now!” The doors to the chambers all swung open in unison as if on cue.
“What?” Dale asked in confusion.
“Time is critical, get the implants now!” Laramie shouted and then she turned and walked back into her ship. The door snapped shut and it rose in a fury of wind, as when it had come. Dale turned back to look at the row of waiting chambers. Far above him he could see the six Skeleton ships, their massive columns of burning atmosphere stood as a testament to their hasty departure.
His PC spoke for the first time throughout the entire ordeal, “The CC requests your presence in a chamber immediately. It is waiting for you.”
That was odd he thought, then thought how odd that simple thought seemed. He took a step forward. Others also started to mingle about the chambers, having received the same message. Dale picked out a chamber close to him and looked inside, it looked normal, but his anxiety was not. The winds were dying, the dust settling. He was half a kilometer above the Aquila surface on a large floating platform and confused. Some spoke of running, Laramie had not. Laramie spoke of war, she spoke of buying time, of transforming the Skeleton ships into battle ships. She spoke a strength he did not know existed. He looked at the waiting med chamber in front of him. He was to be upgraded—he was commanded to be upgraded. Apparently neither he nor anybody else would be running.
The Society suddenly seemed to have turned yet another corner. He was not sure what was happening, but he knew it was as deadly serious as the Empire ship from hell. He slowly lay down on the outstretched tongue of the chamber, it pulled him in and the door closed behind him. It immediately rolled him onto his stomach.
“What is happening?” Dale asked out loud.
“War,” the chamber answered. “Darkon will buy us time. He will pull the Empire away from us, but he cannot do so for long. The new ship design must be implemented on a grand scale.”
“How?” Dale asked as he dully felt the Central Computer cut into the base of his skull.
“I will help. I will be with you.”
Darkon felt like he was walking through a dream as he proceeded through the passages of the massive Skeleton ship to the Relevance, tucked in the great jaws of a hollow in the larger host ship, the spectacular black and gold robot escorting him. In his dream-like state he had seen some humans, they looked odd, being not where they were supposed to be, huddling from a storm that seemed to be washing over Aquila. He had never been to Aquila, it was supposed to have blue skies, but he could not see it, perhaps on the other side of the storm. He did not have time to contemplate the humans, the computer simply guided him from one ship into the waiting maw of another black ship, to further encase his existence within.
As they walked, Darkon saw in his mind the six Skeleton ships that composed his fleet. The five old ones had no meson drives, but that did not matter once in space. They had just begun their long voyage to where Micah had died, at least where her body had died—going to the place that the rest of the Society was fleeing from.
The latest embodiment of Sig did not lead him to a comfortable bed in the explorer ship, but instead to a medical chamber, which only looked to him like another fist of the computer. All the other chambers on the Relevance and those on the Skeleton ship had been pulled out and taken to the now distant humans on the platform, puppets that Sig had pulled far from their home.
He knew the robot Laramie was delivering new neural chips to med chambers throughout Aquila, leaving him alone and feeling numb. Laramie was just another robot, but somehow the human face had been a comfort. As he entered the waiting chamber he looked at his body, a perversion, but not as perverse as what his mind had become. He was not a male, nor a female. He never had really felt like a normal member of the Society and now he was wondering if he was even human. He had always known that his body was genetically enhanced, his mind was not supposed to be, but now it seemed only logical that Sig had improved his brain as well, to hold his now more complex and unnatural mind.
The chamber put a narrow tube in his side. Darkon knew the tube would feed him, clean his blood and regulate his body functions. It was just another string for the puppeteer to pull. He did not resist, letting the computer draw him deep within its web.
For three days he had been part of Sig, Micah and Darkon both had been held in the massive computer mind, but only Micah had been conscious while living outside a human body. Only Micah had brought back memories of being part of Sig to the new combined mind. Micah’s mind had been in Sig. Sig had captured it, held it and had played with it. Darkon’s too perhaps, but there were no memories of that.
“I thought I had died,” he said into the interior of the chamber.
“I know.”
“I thought I was a ghost.”
“I was with you.”
“I asked for you.”
“I heard you.”
“You left me alone.”
“You needed to be alone and I was not ready”
As Darkon lay in the softly glowing chamber, he closed his eyes to the lights and spoke, “I can’t believe I destroyed the Eiffel tower.”
“I helped you. I let you take the van.”
“Why?”
“For Micah, to better capture her mind.”
“Why didn’t you just lie like with everything else?”
“Lying was not required.”
Darkon was silent. What had Sig lied about? The killings he had admitted to, but what else? What else had the computer said? He remembered the pain of an equation Sig had used to burn his mind. He could still see the word ‘MICAH’, then the ‘equals’ sign then vast kilometers of garbage. The memory made him nervous. He did not want to ask Sig about it, he did not want to risk reliving the pain. He felt himself getting sleepy, compliments no doubt of Sig and the strings tied to his interior. Just before he lost consciousness he heard the computer faintly say with a sigh deep in his mind, “I’m still working on the equation.”
Clarice was on Hangpoint. She sat on her bed and images of the interior of the smaller alien ship filled her mind, as they had for hour after hour, day after day. She watched the Purporter being attacked and the subsequent counter attack. The spheres had cut deeply into the first alien ship, when they unleashed all their might on it, the alien ship had no hope. The Purporter had ripped and torn the alien ship that had a hundred times the Purporter’s mass. Robots had flooded the alien interior and for a few brief minutes the Society collected information on the species that had attacked them. She saw the data over and over and she knew the Central Computer was right. The ship had been mass-produced. It was an old and mature technology—there were no sign of additions, improvements or loose ends to the ship. Everything was where it should have been, built the way it should be. It was a cold ship, but not without esthetics.
Micah was now dead. At first Clarice had trouble reliving the image of the larger alien ship that had killed Micah, now she had seen it a hundred times. The larger ship was the same as the first, she could tell. It was a different shape and size, obviously had a different function, but it was the same. It looked like a snake, long, narrow and hissing. There was no doubt in her mind the larger ship, if cut open and dissected, would look the same as the smaller, efficient, mass produced and cold, but not without esthetics.
“You should leave in five minutes,” her PC informed her.
Clarice sighed sadly. The Society was in turmoil and everyone was getting new implants. The same implants as Darkon, only ahead of schedule. It did not seem like it was an option, everyone had their appointment. Would everyone do what Darkon did?
No, she thought, answering her own question, there were not enough ships or spheres. Darkon was gone - she did not think she would ever see him again. Darkon was a nasty boy she had been forced to grow up with and now that he was gone she missed him. Micah and Darkon were her family, now her family was gone.
She pushed herself to get off the bed and it tilted to help her stand. “Do you think he will live?” she once again asked her PC.
“I do not know. The CC suggests he might.”
“Has the CC spoken to him yet?”
“No. He is still asleep.”
Clarice sighed. She felt so alone. Somehow life was not supposed to be this way. She felt so all alone.
She let a robot brush her hair, work on her teeth and face, then she left her quarters. The passages were nearly empty. A few were going, some coming, but the faces were empty, too exhausted to show emotion. The chamber she had been scheduled to go to was not far. “Has Lindy gotten hers yet?”
“Yes,” her PC replied.
“Is she near by?”
“No, she is going to the moon.”
Clarice sighed, she wished Lindy had been there with her.
Her PC said silently, “Lindy says it is simple, do not worry about it.”
“I’m not worried.”
“Do you want me to send that?”
“No.”
Clarice arrived at the chamber just in time to see a man get out. He smiled at her as he felt the back of his neck. “Two chips must be better than one,” the man said trying to joke, but he was unable to conceal his fear.
The man got off the appendage that protruded from the mouth of the chamber, she laid down in his place and it pulled her in.
“Hello Clarice,” the computer said.
“Are we going to die?” Clarice asked bluntly without hesitation.
“I do not know. We have a good chance of surviving, but it will not be easy,” the computer said as it rolled her onto her stomach.
“Darkon will die, won’t he?”
“Yes, in time,” the computer said as it moved her hair to the side.
Clarice tried to hold still and not think about what the chamber was doing. She had trust in the Central Computer she had grown up with and now she needed that trust. “They will kill him like they killed Micah.”
“No, Clarice they will not do that. Darkon is in fast ships, as fast as theirs, he will be able to elude them.”
“For a while.”
“For a while will be long enough. He will buy us the time we need.”
“But he will die.”
“In time.”
“Did you send him on that mission?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“To buy us time. Darkon will die, but he will save us.”
“How many of those ships are there?”
“Thousands. The implant is complete. The nano-probes will be released in a few hours. Your PC will receive an upgrade and the new chip will be operational in five days. When that occurs your old chip will begin to remove its probes.” Clarice was rolled onto her back and chamber said, “I have a job for you.”
“A job?” A request from the CC?
“Yes Clarice. We are at war. You have a job to do.”
“What?” Clarice asked, her mind reeling through various fears.
“Go to NC1723, take three hundred robots. You will gather as much of the life as you can there. Your PC will have a list of the robots you need.”
“I have to go to NC1723?”
“Yes, a modified cargo drone is being prepared on the moon. Time is of the essence. It will be nine weeks each direction.”
The chamber opened and she was pushed out into the bright room. She saw someone there waiting their turn. She sat up and glanced at the woman who was to take her place, who also had the impression of concealed fear on her frown.
“But NC1723 was an advanced planet,” she thought. Confused, she absent-mindedly got off the appendage and left the room the med chamber was in.
Her PC said to her, “I have a list of robots, they are already on the moon or scheduled to be created soon. Some are big ones.”
“How big?”
“Five-hundred tonnes.”
“What in the world for?”
“Gathering NC1723. You are scheduled on a shuttle to Luna1 in fifteen minutes. I’ll start getting your things ready.”
Clarice could hardly believe it, she was being drafted! She had never been further away then the moon! Had the Central Computer forgotten she was just a kid?
Dale’s new chip was operational by the time the beast attacked a solar system the Society had eyes in. His old chip had started the slow retraction of its wires, but Dale could not tell, that little bit of transition was without pain.
The hundreds of thousands of new nano-probes had worked their way through his brain and clung to key axons, measuring them and sometimes activating them. The effect was a strange sense of being someplace else. Through them, Dale watched as the scarred monster tried to reap revenge on a planet that held only microbe life. The surface of the planet exploded, shattered and boiled. The alien ship could not destroy the planet, but its surface would not hold life again for many millions of years. The Society’s tiny spheres were detected by the vast array of probes the Empire ship released, and in due time the spheres all died and Dale was back on Aquila.
He did not get a chance to see the alien probes file back into the war-ship and depart, but there was no doubt about it, the beast was looking for them, and it meant business. All it had to do was follow the trail of spheres. Already the slow moving spheres for other systems were moving as fast as they could out of the systems they were deposited in. The spheres, if moved a few dozen billion kilometers away, might just avoid detection, thus throwing the scent off. A fast cargo ship was loaded with spheres and sent on its way towards the beast. It was hoped the cargo ship could move around the beast and deposit spheres on the other side of it, a decoy to throw the hunter off the trail. It might save them a week or two, if it worked. At worse the cargo ship would give the monster the direction to Earth, it was a risky gamble in a desperate fight for existence. His fear was still there, but now there was hope, a way had been opened and a plan had formed. Now he could see the hunting alien ship without breaking down in despair.
If Dale thought about it, he could feel the Relevance, like it was part of his body. He could feel the pain in the reactors on the Skeleton ship as they pushed the massive ship as hard as they could. He felt the heavy metal beams, dozens of meters in diameter, bend with stress, and the terrawatts flowing through the thick superconducting coils. The ship was operating well, but Darkon was running the systems to their maximum. He felt the swarms of spheres on the ship, millions of them in the vast chambers. They were stationary except for their slow rotation.
He could not, however, see Darkon—the boy was in a chamber, asleep. The Central Computer had told him what Darkon was attempting to do—everyone knew. Once again Dale felt the weapons on the Relevance, they were in order, just as they had been when he had last stepped foot on the explorer ship, perhaps the last explorer ship.
Dale turned his attention from the distant and toward the room he was in and realized he had never stopped. That was what it was like—he was always ahead of himself. It was the new implants. His mind caressed the machines, feeling, examining. He felt pain, something was wrong. His platform moved rapidly towards the offending device a couple hundred meters away. The mill bit was hot, the problem had been corrected before he had even begun to move towards it, but he wanted to see it for himself, with the conscious part of his mind. The bit, twenty centimeters in diameter, was milling a red-hot alloy. The cooling lines were too small for the added speed asked of the machine. New lines were being sent. Dale ordered new cooling systems for many machines, and then he realized he had already done so. His PC was reaching deep, below his conscious thought, acting on his will a split second before it even emerged to his awareness. As he thought of the other machines, corrections were made, new machines ordered, places for the old ones found and he moved on. All he had to do was think of something, someplace, on Luna1 or Aquila and he was there, fixing those machines as well. It seemed like a dream, his mind left his body and flew to wherever the Society existed, like a free spirit.
He soared through the vast foundries of Luna1, the drones on Earth, the cyclotrons of Aquila. He swooped through the massive pours of alloy that made the parts for the Skeleton ships. Everywhere he went he could feel the machines, the other engineers, the robots, the spaceships. All he had to do was close his eyes and go flying and everything became better, bigger, faster. He did not really understand it—it all seemed like a dream.
In his mind he flew back to the massive Skeleton ship that was carrying the Relevance, and within the Relevance was Darkon. He could do little there. Only watch and hope. “Good luck Darkon,” he whispered.
Clarice was not alone on Luna1, in fact, the place was packed. Everybody was running around with swarms of robots, it was like nothing she had ever seen. She could stand in a secluded spot and try to count the robots as they passed, but she could not count fast enough. Hundreds a minute streamed through the wider corridors, moving supplies or going to apply their special skill for some construction or the manufacture of some object. They were of all shapes and sizes, many were of designs she had never seen before. The sight left her head spinning and confused. Ever since the Purporter had been destroyed she had been confused, but others were there to help when she needed help, like Vicky. She could see the ordinary people of Earth going about their daily business and at the sight felt a twinge of envy. The message that SIG was passing out to them was that there was unusual spacer activity, something was up, but they did not know what. Clarice wondered if anyone did, she did not think she did.
What she did know was that it was a barely controlled panic all over Luna1. The cyclotrons were being all fed raw lunar rock at their full capacity and the factories were desperately trying to keep up with the massive supply of new materials, but they could not. What the factories could not use, was going to the construction of new factories. Massive and hungry rock boring machines were put to their task with all their ferocity, but the factories were not waiting and sprouted like a fungus over the lunar surface.
She had tried to physically visit some of the new areas of the growing city, but was turned back, she simply could not weave her way amongst the hoards of fast moving metallic robots that wove through the large corridors on their urgent missions. She could have forced them aside, but that would have hindered their work and that was not something she wanted on her conscious, not with the need being so desperate. Other humans flew over the robots or traveled outside in the vacuum, she did not have the equipment for such endeavors, which were of rare supply, an expected shortage considering the number of humans that were packed in to the lunar city.
Commuting from Hangpoint was too time consuming, nobody wanted to waste three hours a day on the long trip, so fifteen thousand had to find a place to sleep on the moon. In the past the giant centrifs could have easily contained all of the Society, but the giant spinning towns of yesteryear were now gone. The cavities that the centrifs once occupied were being converted over to hastily made factories—the humans had to make do with the few small centrifs and low gravity camping in other parts of the city.
Clarice did not like living in the low gravity, but it was difficult to escape. She was in it when she ate, she was in it when she slept, she was in it when she bathed, and she was in it when she went to see her cargo ship. The fast ship was one in a row of a dozen that were being modified. She recalled the first time she had ran her eyes over its lines, inside and out, she knew that she should have felt honored, thrilled, ecstatic that she was being given her own fast ship, and a big one. But all she felt was fear. Each of the refitted ships had a mission of incredible importance, to save a planet. It was a nearly impossible mission, the ships had cargo bays two hundred meters in size, but that was an incredibly small size for such a monumental task. A whole Skeleton ship would have been better suited, but all she would have was the tiny cargo ship.
Clarice was sitting in what would be her quarters on board her cargo ship. It was her own design—of the massive flood of construction going on throughout the Society, her only contribution had been to design her prison cell she would reside in for the next twenty-one weeks. She had built a little island for herself on what was originally an unmanned cargo ship. She sat in it, closed her eyes and watched the army of robots perform the final touches to the modified cargo bay. It had been compartmentalized and each compartment had its own environmental controls for temperature, light and moisture. Tanks of gasses were installed, the reservoirs of the things the creatures she obtained would need to survive. She would be on the alien planet for three weeks, would that be enough, would they be ready? She wanted the robots to slow down, she wanted them just to continue to work and not finish, but that was not to be. She could feel her heart beat harder at the bitter thought of them finishing their task. With a thought she left her surroundings and was flying over NC1723, looking down on the rich ecosystem. “Will they be ready?”
Vicky softly replied to her, “They will have no choice. If they are not, it does not matter, you will compensate.”
Clarice felt sad that the entire species, with all their long history and lavish accomplishments, was being reduced to the simple statement. They had been reduced to depending upon her. What if it was Earth? What if some alien species came and told them Earth was about to die and offered them a scant two million cubic meters and ten weeks to figure out how they were to fill it? It seemed like giving NC1723 this option was the cruelest thing the Society had ever done. Perhaps it would have been best not to tell them, to vacate the area and let them live or die on their own all at once, suddenly. “It seems so wrong.”
“We must do what we can,” Vicky reassured her.
“Why me? There are so many others.”
“Because you can do it, others are needed elsewhere. NC1723 is easy.”
“Because they will be ready?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“What if I fail?”
“They may get a second chance.”
Clarice already knew that there was a possibility the advanced species would get a second cargo ship, if Darkon succeeded in distracting the Empire Battle ship. She also knew they may not get the second cargo ship. The Empire ship was out there and if not detoured, it would probably encounter NC1723 on its way to find them. Some planets were too close to the last known position of the Empire ship to risk a human presence. Manned or drone cargo ships would be sent to the planets that had advanced life, where they would pluck representatives of as many species as possible from the ecosystem. Seeds, samples of DNA, soil and water, anything that they could collect would be loaded into whatever ship had been sent. It was desperate actions for a desperate situation.
Clarice sat in her chair, alone in the small room that served as her so-called common room. Unfortunately the preparations were finishing. Stocks of food were in the store rooms, her small bedroom had the few personal possessions that she had decided to bring. Her heart paused then sank as she saw a thousand robots flow off her cargo ship, leaving behind only those robots that would be used in the loading in nine weeks time.
NC1723 had already been alerted of their situation. It was a whole planet of beings, at least as intelligent as any human, looking to her for salvation, a girl of thirteen. She felt the ship heave upwards and she was pushed hard into her seat. She felt her heart thump harder in her chest.
“I’m scared,” she softly thought.
The ship, her ship, moved hard and she squeezed her eyes tight as if trying to block out reality. A voice came to her mind, “We will all be with you Clarice.”
A few seconds later she dared to open her eyes, through a few tears she saw in the monitors the lunar city drop far below her. Two weeks earlier there was talk of running, fleeing, but now the Society seemed to have lost all visible thought of running, they would stay and fight, but time was short, desperately short. For her part, she was to run towards the enemy, to play savior. If it had been any other planet it would have made more sense. But NC1723 was the most advanced planet the Society had ever found? Why her?
Vicky watched Clarice fly into the deep darkness until she was out of sight. She wiped a tear from her face and thought of her own daughter she was leaving behind, Marvice, who not much older than Clarice. Like Clarice, Vicky was also taking one of the modified fast cargo ships. The planet the CC had designated to be her destination contained abundant life, but as for intelligence it was not in the league of NC1723. She thought of her Marvice back on Hangpoint. The girl was one of the few older children left in the massive structure to take care of the Society’s thousands of children. The younger children had been abandoned to the care of robots and the older children.
She could see Marvice in a room full of children that were all playing or sleeping. Small domestic robots scurried around taking care of the various messes. No factory anywhere in the Society was producing domestic robots anymore, now only distant cousins were created by the mighty forges. Armies of killer robots like none the Society had ever required before flowed forth. How sad, Vicky thought, that it had come to this, they had been so blind.
Marvice was walking through the room, guiding the robots, trying to keep everything in order. The girl smiled at the thin air in front of her and said bravely, “I’m fine, everything is fine Mom.”
“Clarice has departed,” Vicky said with a cold chill.
“I know,” her daughter sadly consoled.
“I’ll be going now as well.”
“I know,” Marvice conceded and bravely added, “Good luck Mom.”
“Thanks,” Vicky replied, unable to think of anything else to say to her distraught daughter. Her cargo ship began to rise and she turned her mind to the massive Skeleton ship that was impatiently waiting a hundred kilometers away. Clarice’s ship was already entering the spacious cavity of the main cargo chamber. It would be a long dark journey.
Far above Clarice and Vicky, Richard did not notice the line of cargo ships, which were rising from Earth’s moon for delivery to the wrong side of explored space. Nor was it news big enough for his PC to bother with, it would have only been a distraction.
Richard counted the light years between the closest and only known Empire ship and Earth. There were not enough. His eyes blurry from the lack of sleep and his fears coursing through his mind just below all-out panic, he struggled to concentrate on where he was and what was going around him. He was with the Central Computer, his new chip was operational, but it could not think for him. He could feel the computer, from the hum of cooling systems to the winking of photonic circuitry. It was working, which was the only thing holding his battered mind together, the CC was working and so they were not yet dead.
If he turned his mind toward them, he could feel Aquila growing and Darkon’s ship pushing towards the enemy. Darkon was sacrificing more than most, providing a second chance at a first encounter, perhaps more on the Society’s terms. Perhaps Darkon could do the impossible and slow the decline of light years between the CC and the predator.
It was obvious that separation was key, the Empire was in one direction and so the Central Computer should naturally go in the other. Load up what was left of it on the moon and other places in this part of the galaxy, then sent it to someplace beyond Aquila, away from the Empire, which was clearly capable of rendering Earth sterile in the most brutal way. The images he saw of what the roaming beast was doing to planets brought only desperation to his every waking minute. Even if Aquila was gearing up for war, it was clear they had to preserve what they could, taking samples of Earth biota as far as possible from the Empire. The Central Computer was no exception, it had to be protected.
He had already lost a heated argument with Lindy, who was determined to stay on the moon. His children, Sanindra and Marhard, were still on Hangpoint, not even scheduled for a flight to Aquila. He wiped his eyes, they had time, some. The thought of an Empire battleship suddenly appearing continued to haunt him, driving the fear once again.
Richard was not alone, around him were others, members of the top Central Computer team. It was surprising to him to find that not everyone on the team shared his view of what to do with the CC. He took note that the team leader, Sartor Torvinian, who had much riskier idea also had no children.
As much as Richard disliked the idea, Sartor had a following and was pushing an idea to break the Central Computer into thousands of tiny pieces. It was already in several pieces, but thousands? Richard could not understand why they were proposing to do such a risky thing, especially at such a critical time. Never did the Society need the Central Computer as badly as it did now. How could anyone even considering operating on it?
All round him one part of the massive computer was arranged as banks of the neural chips, large neural chips like what the PC’s used, but instead of only one sentient block, there were many thousands. The portion of the sentient mind located under Luna1 flowed around the room using millions of com-chips for its own internal workings. Whole rooms filled with millions of com-chips connected it with the rest of the Society. The dim lights illuminated the room, which he was well familiar with. Buried deep in the moon and encased in many thick layers of armor, the room contained the single largest piece of the precious mind, which ran off of its own redundant power generators and had its own flock of robots for routine care and maintenance. The nuclear blast, which had instigated the initial subdivision of the massive computer, had not come close to reaching the deeply buried room. However, now something had to change, it was painfully obvious the computer, despite its depth, would not survive an attack on the moon if the Empire was to appear.
“The method to physically subdivide the system is no different than what was done before. Already most of the pieces are in place,” Sartor told those around him in the room. “The computer is already, by fundamental nature, allocated into pieces.”
Richard spoke bluntly, “God, we have to move it! We can’t be screwing with it now! Christ, it’s all that stands between the Empire and Earth. Have you forgotten all that is needed on Aquila?”
“Richard,” Sartor said soothingly, “Aquila is important, all parts of the Society are important. The transmission loads are up four hundred percent and will only increase, we have to deal with that. But we must not delay.”
“So send the CC into deep space, far from any system, out of galactic plane. Distance will hide it,” Richard replied, looking at some of the blank faces around him.
“No, it can be found even there—it cannot be hidden. It will always be our Achilles heel, it must be disseminated. Once they capture a robot or ship and study it, they will know of the Central Computer and they will hunt it down. They will be looking for it and it will not be safe no matter where we place it.”
“What if we put it in an ex-ship and send it out into inter galactic space, just to go forever, always ahead of light?”
Sartor shook his head, “The light will come back showing that it went, and besides, we still need access to it. We dare not put it out of even our own reach. We will make it like the PC’s, scattered and a moving target. Eventually they will know of it, but that knowledge will do them no good. They will hunt, but they will not find it all. If they ever do, then by that time it would not matter.”
Richard closed his eyes, knowing he was not thinking straight, he needed rest. Somehow Sartor had found rest where he could not. He shook his head, “And you have some idea of how to split up the mind?”
“Naturally we must disseminate the brain without splitting the mind, but also into small enough units so that each piece, in itself is expendable.” Sartor replied. “The units, each in its own self-contained habitat, will be as dispersed as we are. The Central Computer will follow us, it will be a physical companion to us.”
Richard looked at the banks of neural chips that occupied the dim vault. He could see that the others in the room were on Sartor’s side, there was no use arguing the point any further, the hardware would be split up despite the dangers. Richard sighed, perhaps Sartor was right, it would somehow be safer, but it would not be an easy task, no single piece could be critical.
So many were depending on the computer, including his own family. It truly was their Achilles heel, their soft spot that the Empire would hunt for. He let his mind wander and he felt a Skeleton ship rise over the lunar horizon, far over his head—another ship going out towards the enemy, this time carrying a rescue fleet of cargo ships. It reminded him it was not just Earth at stake. The haunting images of the hunting Empire ship lingered in his mind. Regardless of what they did, it had to happen fast. There was more at stake in how well he did his job than he cared to contemplate.
Laramie was on Aquila and Dale could see that made all the difference. How could a human be so powerful, so intelligent? Perhaps the neural chip genius had a few more chips in her head or a not so ordinary PC. He did not know. With broad sweeps of her small arm she commanded legions of thousands. There was no doubt what direction Aquila was taking, where the massive new factories would be. Thousands of Society members were on the way and when they got there they would find the fundamental building blocks for the largest of the new factories already laid.
Even as he watched it happen, Dale was amazed at the number of large robots the planet was producing. A hundred thousand robots walked or flew off the lines every day, and their size was only increasing. Most were construction robots, some were killers, and when they walked the ground shook. Massive robots made of such hard metal that no armor was needed, weighting a thousand tonnes and packed with the Society’s most fierce weapons, stood tall and mighty—in the center of their thick chests was a small black cube, like all other robots. When on occasion he contemplated it, he found all the might, all the deadly potential, all what could be, all controlled by the small mind held in the black cube to be unnatural and alarming.
Ground was being rapidly plowed up for a new cyclotron, not as large as the first one built on the planet, but very capable nonetheless. It was Garrold Templeton’s new design, small but more efficient cyclotrons. The smallest of which were a mere ten meters in diameter, small enough to send to the outposts, which was exactly where they were going. Dozens of outposts on distant rocks had switched into high gear with what materials they already had, delivering the new cyclotrons to them was a priority for most available Skeleton ships.
Dale, like the other engineers, flew around the massive Aquila factories in small platforms that were not much more than elaborate flying chairs. He looked out over the Aquila landscape, the sight tore at his heart, like seeing a daughter raped. The seas were full of hundreds of strains of engineered bacteria, consuming toxins and producing oxygen. Great incubating tanks continued to produce more of the microorganisms, hundreds of tons at a time, depositing them in the great planet’s vast oceans, where they continued to thrive. They had gone so far, they had actually cleaned up the planet.
Now it seemed like all that was becoming unraveled and the vulnerability of the newborn ecosystem hit Dale hard. Now as far as his eye could see the planet was once again being transformed. Great clouds of dust billowed into the sky far into the horizon as the small army of massive earth moving machines dug deep canyons, built huge mountains, and in general lay the land bare and raw for yet more massive construction projects. He could feel the robots, but he would not go and see them, they were the charge of someone else.
Close behind him a great plume of black smoke billowed high into the sky, it was normal. The billow marked the start of another pour, one of his pours. He closed his eye and gripped the hand rests of his chair. His mind filled with senses of what was happening far below him in his foundry. The foundry was nearly six hundred meters high and he had been floating over it, but now his platform descended and entered the massive building through one of several openings in the mountain-sized roof. He still had his eyes closed as he lowered into the depths of the foundry all the while mentally racing from machine to machine, feeling, guiding, instructing. He momentarily became one with dozens of critical components of the massive complex. The chair he was on lowered far below ground level, near one end of the foundry, when he opened his eyes and his heart began to shake. Laid out before him was what he had created. It had been part of him for weeks as he built it up from the Aquila rock, but still he could not comprehend. The scale seemed all wrong, like a blasphemy of nature. The chair was equipped with transparent heat shields that had risen around him, they were all that was keeping him alive in his foundry, but he was not sure he was not already dead. Did the dead dream? That would explain much, it would answer his questions all at once.
Dale’s view stretched out over five kilometers of the massive interior of his foundry. He saw all and he saw the individual components, he understood them. However, combined it was greater than the sum of the parts, it was greater than him. He saw the fast flowing molten rivers of alloy ten meters deep that traced veins over the boggling landscape. Robots fifty meters tall walked the area, pounding, grinding, operating massive gates controlling the white-hot flow. Layer upon layer of material washed out into the gargantuan mold for the massive ring. Outside, robots poured the molten Aquila into the cyclotrons and here molten Aquila flowed down the glowing veins, making the ground hum with its turbulent power. Power cables, a meter in diameter, draped from above like thick strands of spider silk, feeding energy to equipment that did not contain its own reactors. Swarms of smaller robots sprayed thin films of chemicals over the layers of hard alloys, layer after layer. Copper mesh, iron layer, silica layers, it went on and on. Robots added catalysts, reactants and then more exotic chemicals. The building was alive with activity, full of the noise of production and it hypnotized Dale. It was amazing, it was horrible, it was the foundry of the devil. It was his foundry, he wished he could understand it.
Penelope stood before the slowly rotating image of the latest Empire battle ship to be seen, which turned to the position she wanted it in where it stopped moving. She spoke to the image, “It is identical to the others, as expected. A production line model. Notice the array of small openings on the side.”
“Visual sensors,” one of the scientists around her said casually. “We have already determined that.”
She shook her head slightly, “You are wrong. The most accurate sensors are on the leading edge of the forward ring. These are larger and side facing.”
The flustered man spoke again, “Perhaps they are long wavelength gravity sensors, for wavelengths in excess of one hundred plus meters.”
“I do not think they are sensing gravity potential fields. The source of such high-frequency energy waves would be better detected through electromagnetics.”
“But we have seen the ships in action three times now and have not detected anything being emitted except their weapons, which are mostly located in the nose.”
Penelope spoke, “I don’t think it is a weapon, I think they use them while traveling fast; while they are in the rift.”
“Part of the propulsion?”
“No, I think they are sensors and they are looking for something while in the rift.”
“What?”
“What indeed. What could you see while space and time is flowing around you?”
“Nothing! Maybe if they could sense distortions in the dark matter?”
“Remember, it is only ordinary space and time that is being distorted. However, recall the permutations of Plank constants, the other existences?”
“Other existences? Are you suggesting they are looking into another universe?”
“No, the Plank energy of our existence is incompatible, however, there can be some interaction which would be expressed as a wave reflection. They are looking for reflections of the space time distortion while isolated.”
The physicist rubbed his brow in deep concentration. “What is there to see? Themselves?”
“Judging by the exterior location and spatial distances, I would postulate they are sensing quantum signals with wavelengths on the order of what is produced by the distortion rings.”
“Are you suggesting they are sensing other ships?” the flustered man asked.
Indeed. Other fast ships that have pushed aside ordinary space. They may see the echoes reflected off a smaller Plank existence.”
“Damn. So they can detect other fast ships?”
“Yes, but I think not very well.”
“Oh?”
“Notice the spacing of the sensors within rings, they are trying to sense a weak quantum signal through their own, meaning it has to be tuned to their distortion rings. I suspect they have a range of less than a light year. Otherwise they would not have wasted their time with the two systems they have so far attacked. We need to be aware of this, we must study it further. We have to know what the actual range of these sensors is. It is technology we do not yet have, it must be dealt with. I have loaded some theories and equations into the network, I hope you will find time to examine and comment on them.”
“Shit, this is all we need!” one man exclaimed in frustration. The weeks since the Purporter had died had taken its toll, tensions and uncertainties remained were high.
“We can deal with it,” Penelope soothed.
“Like hell! Darkon is going to be toast!”
“I have sent word of this to him and his ships, so they can use it in their tactics.”
“Tactics? What tactics?”
“The old Skeleton ships appear to be just as fast as the Empire’s battleships. He has the speed, he can make it.”
“But can we? Aquila has hardly made enough rings for one of the new ships. Assembly has not even started! The rings are too big for the existing lift capability. The new weapon has not even been tested, it’s all theory! And now another system and another battleship appear and if you think they treated those planets badly, well, just wait until they get here! They’re going to have a jolly fine time vaporizing Earth to the mantle!”
“One thing at a time,” Penelope soothed. “Aquila is growing by the day and the Empire is still a long way away. Darkon only needs to buy us a few months.”
“A few months? Have you contacted him?”
“I have sent messages, advise, strategies.”
“Has he replied?”
“No,” Penelope conceded.
Well there you have it. He is acting alone despite all your strategies. “What if he dies in a week from now? What then?”
Penelope looked hard at the man and then looked at the other faces of her team members and said firmly, “We will do what we must. If we die then we die, but I will not give up. Maybe we will have to run, leaving Earth to the Empire. Maybe they will hunt us down no matter where we run to. If that is what is in store for us then I am prepared to do just that. I will fight with all that I have, to not only defend Earth, but to eventually take the war to them. I trust Darkon. I trust him to know what he is doing and that he is not out there just to throw away the Skeleton ship and the Relevance. Laramie sent him out there and told him what to do. Is there anyone here who does not trust her judgment?”
Penelope waited, looking at the faces of her best physics team then continued, “We trust Laramie made the right decision, Darkon will buy us time, perhaps eventually with his life. It is not time we can squander.” She looked that the image of the battleship and said, “Right now our job is find out just what they can do with these sensors.” She paused then added, “What we can do with them.”
Clarice was pressed tightly into her seat so much that it hurt and she tightened up all her gut muscles in fighting the accelerations. She had just been dropped off by the Skeleton ship, which she watched disappear in a blink, leaving her all alone. It was going away to drop off the remainder of the modified cargo ships that it carried at various systems with significant life. The NC1723 sun shone bright in her monitor, the location of the planets were marked by small dots. The planet that was her target was marked green. She felt green, she felt like throwing up, not from the accelerations, but from where she was and the harsh task that was demanded of her. She reminded herself that she was not really alone, the Central Computer would always be with her.
It had taken nine weeks to get here, but despite the long voyage, she had been dreading the end of the trip. Now here she was, just her and her cargo ship, full of empty space and robots.
She shifted her focus to her target; the planet had a sizable moon, complete with advanced communities on it. The moon had a thick atmosphere, but was dry and prone to intense dust storms. Perhaps those storms had long ago sparked within the dominant species the desire to voyage into space. She was two billion kilometers from the planet, but already she could see the sparkle of artificial satellites in the enhanced image. They had not created anything like Hangpoint, but it looked like they would eventually, if they lived. Already their ships traveled the breath of their system at will, they even mined the asteroids, the fractured remnants of proto-planets long gone that were unfortunate enough to be out of gravitational harmony with the larger planets of the system.
Almost certainly they would soon detect her and would monitor her approach. She wondered if they would be scared of her, but instantly knew the answer, she had always known, they would not be. The Society’s probes on the planet, which had informed the sentient aliens of the nearby battleship, had also informed them of Rachel Kirkman’s death and her own arrival. They were expecting her, it made her job easier. For Vicky’s planet, sentient as the beings were, they would never understand, they would have to be chased down and captured like animals.
With a nudge from her PC, the rings on Clarice’s fast cargo ship came to life and the planet screamed into sharp focus then died back down a few minutes later.
She moved down through the atmospheric layers to the landing site someone in the Society had specified, which she could see was on a large flat platform made of a silica substance. The cargo ship did not land, but instead Clarice had it hover, solid as a rock, a few meters over the flat expanse. There was nobody there to greet her, she began to worry, was she also going to have to chase down some specimens of the species? The monitors around her showed activity in the area, the city was alive. The ship asked, “Shall the cargo doors open?”
“Yes, open them all. Release the robots.”
An image of the ship appeared and it showed the massive doors opening all along the length of the ship on both sides. Large flying robots emerged and flew over and under the ship, through the rings and over the square nose. Still nothing.
She sighed, “What now?”
Her PC spoke in her mind a message that the Central Computer relayed to her, “Enter a van, put on your suit and take a projector with you. You must go out and greet them, they will come.”
Clarice recognized the voice her PC tried to mimic, it was Vicky who was still on the Skeleton ship heading to some other distant planet. Clarice replied, “Right. And if they don’t?”
The voice answered, “Then you must look for them.”
Clarice hoped it would not come to that. She rose from her seat and walked to the entrance of the M-20. Robots put her in a pressure suit and she leaned against a stout robot for support, not bothering to sit down for the quick trip out of the cargo ship and to the ground below.
NC1723 was a medium sized rocky planet and, due to high sulfur concentrations, had a perpetual pale yellow sky, a sign of a volcanically active planet. However, despite the sulfur it seemed as clear as Earth’s atmosphere. She could not feel the temperature, but according to the suit, it was a bit on the warm side, forty Celsius. The suit was comfortable for now, but if she had to wait too long it would get tiring. She walked further from the M-20 and a small array of robots followed behind her. There were large buildings in the distance all around her, beautiful shapes that complimented each other. The buildings were strokes of a painter’s brush that the city was composed of. Black and silver intertwined with yellow tones to complement the sky, their version of a beautiful harmony with nature.
“Someone is coming,” a voice sounded in her head, she realized her cargo ship had first seen the distant movement. Clarice strained to look in the right direction, but it was several seconds before a small vehicle became visible to her naked eye. The approaching creature was a soft and narrow with long spindly arms. It had large eyes and no hair, scales or feathers. It was covered in a soft lightweight padding that the species used as clothing to protect their delicate skin from abrasion and the sun.
The vehicle slowed as it approached, it had no wheels, but floated a few centimeters off the hard ground until it stopped a few meters from her and settled to the ground. The sole passenger, who was also the driver, climbed off the vehicle and walked to face Clarice.
She could feel her heart beat. She had never even been on an alien planet before, no less to stand face to face with an actual alien, a smart one at that. Rachel had reported that their brains were divided into four major lobes, each proving a separate stream of consciousness, but all working harmoniously.
“Stay calm,” Vicky said.
“I’m trying,” Clarice replied silently.
“Look him in the eye. You can blink, but not too much. Do not smile, don’t open your mouth until you speak.”
Clarice knew these things, she had studied Rachel’s encounters, but hearing Vicky’s voice calmed her nerves.
Clarice remembered her role, what she had to do. She was the intruder, she had to speak first. She had to tell them something they already knew. She spoke, “The human you know as Rachel Kirkman has died.” Two robots beside her translated simultaneously in a clear, but complex series of high and low pitched humming. She waited until that was finished and asked, “Do you remember her?”
The creature did not move, but a sharp high-pitched hum came from its chest.
“We remember,” came the translated reply in her head.
Clarice continued to recite her lines, “Rachel died twenty-one light years from here. The ship she was in was attacked by a ship we had never encountered before. She was trying to communicate with the new ship, but it deceived her, lured her close then attacked.”
The alien creature vibrated its chest and Clarice heard, “Rachel should not have been so careless.”
Clarice blushed, no quarter here. “Was she careless with your species?”
“We are not a threat to humans. Continue,” the alien vibrated.
Clarice suddenly realized why she was there, it was as she had been told—she was all that was required. She composed herself and said, “Rachel’s ship countered the attack and the alien ship was defeated.”
She held up her hand and a small projector in it turned on. The Purporter and the alien ship were there, the attack began and the scene played to the finish. The alien creature watched the image and then simply said, “Continue.”
Clarice continued to hold the image and said, “Another ship came. It was larger and more powerful. Rachel then died, with the others on her ship.” The holographic image in the air showed the attack and the Purporter’s complete destruction. “The large ship has been seen at another system and another similar ship has recently struck a planet in still another system.” The image in the air changed to a map of the stars. Small images of the Purporter being attacked and the two other planets being attacked were visible. They were not real close to NC1723, but they were in the neighborhood. The alien studied the image intently, its large yellow eyes with the odd shaped pupils stared at the map, looking at where the Purporter had been destroyed, looking where the two other planets that had been attacked were, looking at where its own home was. It looked at Clarice then the robots beside and behind her, some were obviously not for translations. Clarice was glad they were there, they made her more than just a helpless girl, she was a Society member with power.
Clarice knew that so far she had not told them anything they did not know, but they had not seen the images. She continued, “We think the battleships are looking for us. They are attacking other planets needlessly. They appear to be angry. If they come here, they may attack you.”
The alien vibrated his chest, “I know why you are here. Humans have erred. You were not ready for what you started. The battleships will come here. Show where you will take us.”
Clarice held her hand up again. Hangpoint slowly rotated in the air. “It orbits our home world. We built it for ourselves, but now we have been modifying it to hold many species. Until we can find a suitable planet for your species, your species will have residence there.”
“How long?”
The words came to her mind and she spoke them, “We do not know, many years if required.”
“The enemy ships will find your planet,” the alien replied. “It will not take them long.”
“We are preparing to defend ourselves and Hangpoint,” Clarice recited, trying not to show any emotion of the creature’s dire prediction.
“And if you are not ready?”
“We shall run, taking what we can.”
“And our species?”
“We cannot make any promises. We are here, from that you must judge us.”
The alien looked at her as if it was indeed trying to judge her. Clarice looked back at the alien and kept her composure. She took comfort once again in the robots around her.
“You are a child,” the creature commented. “Are we that simple?”
Clarice could feel some of her composure dissolving from the unexpected statement. Words came to her mind and she said, “I am with the rest of my kind in my mind. I am not weak.”
The alien looked at her again as if doubting her words.
She decided to retake the initiative and said, “The enemy could be here tomorrow, my ship is waiting.”
The alien looked at her harder with its large eyes and stepped closer. Clarice took note that the robots were stationary, not even the guard robots moved.
“Human intuition has sentenced our planet to die. Do you feel it?”
Clarice was beginning to sweat. She should not have said anything of her own. A voice in her head told her something and she thankfully repeated it. “They will find my home planet. I feel that.”
“You can run. You can live. I shall die. Can you feel it? The void of truth?”
Clarice waited for another statement to appear in her head then said, “No. My ship is waiting.”
The alien stepped closer and a voice in her head told her not to move, keep eye contact. She did, the alien was her size, but the scrutiny made her nervous. The robots did not move, standing perfectly still. The alien was less than a meter from Clarice, the big yellow eyes staring into hers. She could see inside them, the detail overlain by her own reflection. The vibrations began and the suit sent the translation. It was another question, “Child, why did you come here?”
Clarice replied nervously, “I brought the ship.”
“No. It gave us to you,” the creature replied looking so hard at Clarice it hurt, as if the big eyes were boring into her brain, searching for something that it could see in her eyes. “You see only what you know.”
The alien backed up as if had somehow found the answer it was seeking, or had given up, deciding she lacked some critical component that made her truly sentient, and looked at the ship as if for the first time. It said, “We are prepared. We wish to install our own items in your ship.”
Clarice repeated what came into her head, “Please begin soon. I do not wish to share this planet’s fate.”
The alien looked at her and spoke, “You misinterpret all that is around you,” then turned and walked away towards its vehicle.
“Other items are coming,” a voice said in her head. The visor over her head focused and highlighted a distant movement. It was an array of more of the small vehicles and some much larger. They were heading towards her.
Micah was being raped once again. She hated it, but knew it would not last long, they were the four usual boys. They were boys she had grown up with and she hated them—she hated everyone in the village. She did not struggle much, there was not any point, they had her across the old oak table and two of them were firmly holding her down, she just had to wait it out.
The boys were not as bad as some of the older men in the village that took their turn when opportunity arose. She tried not to give them the opportunity, spending much of her time hiding in the village or in the forest. The Humphries were not of help, they could not care less, the old man had her enough himself. The woman, her foster mother, knew what was going on, but if she had any sway over how she was treated, it did not show.
The boys took turns and when they were done the nastiest boy, their leader, sneered, “Stick around Micah, we might be looking for you later tonight.”
Micah saw her moment of opportunity, swung her arm fast, raking the boy across his face, catching him with her fingernails, drawing four lines of red with her claws. It was a mistake as the boy was much larger than she was and he shoved her hard. She fell backwards hitting her head on the edge of the table before falling to the ground. Her head hurt, she held it and could feel the warm blood flow into her already matted hair. Her eyes were closed in pain when the boy kicked her and shouted, “If you ever do that again you wench, I will put a poker to your eyes, hear me!”
Micah did not move and he kicked her hard in the ribs again, “Hear me?!” he shouted.
“I hear you,” Micah said in a grumble, looking up at the young man with a scowl, but pleased to see blood trickling from under his hand that he held to his cheek.
He said with an angry tone, “Good. Be here an hour before dusk, you ugly wench.” The leader then led the three other boys out of the storeroom, leaving her alone on the floor.
“Bastards,” Micah muttered loudly, expressing her hate the only way she could, when the boys were out of hearing range. Her head and her side hurt. She felt her hair, blood was still oozing out. Worse, if she did not show up at the time the boy told her to, he would simply beat her all the harder the next time he got her alone. She hated him, she hated the whole village—they did not care. She was just Micah, the wench, the surf, the real bastard.
She pulled herself to her feet and standing quietly looked at the closed door waiting for it to open for the next encounter. After several seconds it did not move and she could not hear any footsteps. Her head throbbed and her side hurt, but she ignored the pain, walked to the door and looked out the cracks to see if anyone was near by. There was nobody that she could see with her limited visibility. The dim room did not have windows, but the light coming though all the cracks in the walls fed enough light to the interior to see. She looked though some of the other cracks to see if anyone was around. Nobody was there. She pushed against the door, it opened a sliver more and she looked through the enlarged gap. She could see many of the houses around, but nobody else. The storeroom was on the edge of the village, an ideal place for the boys to have intercepted her she thought. She scolded herself, she should have waited before venturing to the storeroom, she should have been more careful.
Opening the door further, she poked her head out and looked around to make sure there was nobody else coming. She went back into the room and picked up the jar of pickled meat she had come for. With the jar in her grasp, she made her way to the house of the Humphries, her foster parents.
“What took you so long?” hissed the old woman.
“The boys beat me up again,” Micah replied, handing the jar to the woman.
The woman looked at her bloody head and spat with a toothless snarl, “You deserve it. God is punishing you for being slothful. Now go get some wood for the stove then fetch more water. Perhaps if you work hard enough, the Lord will forgive you. Now go.”
“As you say,” Micah said and left the house wondering what the old woman would have said if she had come back with her eyes burned out. Micah sneered and said in a voice mimicking the woman, “Serves you right, you had better not use the lack of eyes as an excuse. God knows what he is doing, you deserve it. Now go get more wood.” Micah hated the old woman, she hated everyone in the village. She hated everyone she had ever known. Except her aunt, but her aunt had been dead for three years, now she lived with the Humphries who only used her as a surf, which she was of course.
She wished she had a father, a big strong father who could pick up those boys with one arm and throw them into the fire right in the middle of the village, with everyone watching. Micah smiled at her dream as she picked through the selection of cut wood. The wood was in the Humphries small wood house and they did not have a good selection. She knew it would only be a matter of time before she would be chopping wood for them.
Micah realized she had walked all the way to the wood house and had not checked for any wondering boys or men. “Damn,” she cursed to herself and muttered, “I must be more careful.” She looked around carefully before exiting the wood house and then quickly walked back to the house as fast as she could with the heavy load. Her head and side hurt, that was her punishment for being careless before. She then realized the old woman would only get her wood that much sooner if she hurried. Twenty feet front the house she stopped and waited. After a minute she could not hold the wood any longer and it spilled from her arms to the dirt.
“Hurry up Micah!” the woman shouted from the house.
“As you say,” Micah shouted back and began to pick up a couple pieces of the firewood.
She carried in two pieces and the woman grabbed her arm shaking it and hissed, “Is that all you brought?”
Micah said, “Nay, the wood is heavy and I dropped it. Let me go and I will bring the rest.”
The woman released her grip and said, “Hurry. I need the wood then the water and do not be slow about it.”
Micah brought in the rest of the wood, two pieces at a time then picked up the small bucket. The bucket had a rope handle and she easily walked to the stream, this time making sure nobody was around. The stream was only a hundred yards away, but she walked up stream along the old path until she was far enough from the village that she was in the woods, far enough that nobody could see her, and she could not see the wretched village.
She sat on the bank in front of a small wide spot in the stream where the water was flowing slower. She tried to see herself in a calm pool of water. Her long brown hair was matted and tangled much more than any other girl’s in the whole village, may be the whole world she thought. She remembered someone once saying that people sometimes looked like their parents. She tried to picture what her mother looked like, was her hair all tangled as well? Probably not, the other girls used combs to keep their hair from tangling, she had not had a comb in three years. She reached up and tried to run her fingers through her hair. It was useless. The red spot was there on the left side of her head. She put her fingers gently to it, the blood was still wet.
Micah heard a noise, it was voices, girl voices. She could hear the annoying laughter and giggling, which also reminded her that she should have already been back to the house by now with the first bucket of water. They were coming towards her along the old stream trail that she was sitting beside, in just a few heartbeats they would be in sight and she had no desire to be discovered. Quickly looking around, she crossed the trail and hid behind a big bush just as the girls rounded a bend—there were five of them, Micah knew them all.
Brave of them, she thought, wondering this far from the village. They would never come this far alone, but in a pack of five they felt bold. Micah figured they still would not go far, not nearly as far as she had once gone. She had gone further than most boys—much further.
When the girls were passing the bush she was hiding behind, she moved to better conceal herself. Her heart stopped briefly when she heard and felt a small twig snap beneath her feet. She was looking right at the girls when two of them turned towards her, a fright on their faces. Their fear made her feel a bit better, they were cowards.
“Oh look! It is Micah!” one of the girls exclaimed.
Another girl shouted, “Oh dirty little Micah hiding in the woods!”
“What do you think she is doing here?” another girl gleefully asked then answered her own question with, “She must be trying to spin a spell!”
“Micah is a witch! Micah is a witch!”
Another added, “Micah is a dirty stupid little witch!”
“Sitting in the dirt spinning spells, or trying to spin spells,” a girl laughed.
Micah stood, seeing that there was not any point in squatting any longer behind the bush. She looked around, she could run, but they were faster then she was, bigger too, everyone was bigger than she was.
One of the girls giggled, pointed and said joyfully, “Micah, you have a new hole in your pants!”
All the girls laughed at the joke. Micah hung her head a little lower. The rags over her had been made from an old worn pair of her foster father’s pants. It was a horrible humility to wear the dress, but it was all she had. It was all the Humphries had given her to wear.
One of the girls became brave with the shared joviality and stepped forward then pushed her yelling, “Witch!”
Quickly the girls surrounded her and started to push her back and fourth, yelling, “Witch!” with each shove. Micah wished she really was a witch, she would turn them all into toads then she would stomp on them, squishing them. She finally tripped and fell to the duff, she heard her rag dress rip as she landed.
“Oh look, the witch ripped her pants!”
The girls laughed then one shouted to her friends, “I heard witches float in water!”
“Oh! Let us see if this witch floats!”
Micah tried to fight the girls off, but the five of them grabbed her and began to drag her towards the creek. Micah felt and heard what was left of her dress being ripped from her, but she struggled and managed to get them all wet. Two of them even fell into the creek, which pleased her, and she tried to make more fall in. Despite her efforts, in the end they left her sitting naked in the small creek and began to throw mud at her. One of the girls managed to land a large glob of mud right in her face and she turned her back to them to keep it from happening again. When the girls had covered her hair and back with mud and seeing that nothing more could be accomplished that way they started to throw sticks and stones. Micah put her hands over the back of her head to protect herself. “Micah is a witch, Micah is a witch,” the girls chanted as they lobbed the small stones and sticks. The stones hurt and a big one hit her head and sent her reeling. It stung and she began to softly cry.
The girls left, apparently afraid of hurting her too much. Micah thought sourly that they knew old man Humphries would be mad if his surf was too injured.
Micah watched the girls leave, still chanting, going back the way they came, towards the village. She hated them, she hated everyone in the village.
The water felt cold as she splashed it on her face. She then stopped, deciding to leave it, the mud would speak for her. She imagined the old woman, saying, “How did you get mud on your face?” She would reply, “I was beat up while getting water.” The old woman would then reply, “Serves you right, God knows what is best for the likes of you.”
She rose from the water and looked around for her dress. She could not see it, but she did see the bucket. It was broken, the girls had broken it and she would be whipped hard for that. She saw her dress, a lump in the mud, the girls had stomped it into the mud while throwing things at her. She pulled it out and it ripped some more. It was heavy with mud and she tried to wipe some of the globs off. It was not wearable, the shoulders had been torn when it was ripped from her body. Still, she thought she could do something with it and sat down and started to work on it.
She was late, very late. She would be in trouble when she got back to the house, and the bucket was broke! She tried not to think of it, but instead found some grass and worked on stitching the rags together, at least some. She intentionally made the knots in the grass thread big and ugly, she wanted an ugly dress, it already was ugly and she was going to make it uglier. She kept as much of the mud on it as possible, the dress would speak for her. She worked slowly, she did not want to go back to the village. She put on the muddy dress and the grass she used for thread held. The fabric and knots of grass were bunched up at her shoulder, but she liked it, it was ugly and spoke well.
She began to pick up the slats from the bucket. The girls were too weak to actually break the slats, so it could be reassembled, but it would leak, the slats would have to be dried and the iron rings pounded back into place. Humphries was going to be mad, she could already feel the sting of his switch. She put the bucket back together as best she could and tried to fill it with water, it leaked horribly. She considered packing the cracks with mud, the old woman would not like that. She picked up a big glob of mud and threw it in the bucket. She worked the mud into the cracks, but when she tried to fill the bucket with water again, the water simply washed the mud from the cracks and it still leaked. She let the bucket drop and the two rings fell down leaving the bucket to once again become a pile of sticks.
The mud was dry on much of her skin now, the mud on her dress and in her hair was still wet. She sat and shivered. She was getting cold. She looked up the trail, on up stream—there was another village that way, two days walk she knew. She had never been there, she had never been to any other village. She considered going up that way, but she was afraid. Monsters came out at night, demons and real witches. Horrible things were in the woods at night, they came up from caves that went all the way down to the place of the dead. She knew it, everyone knew it. It would be getting dark in another hour, could she hide from the evils? Would the boys beat her up for not showing up at the storehouse? They had never told her to be someplace before, they had always just attacked her when they could, then left. If she did go, would they again tell her another time to be in the storehouse? Was she going to have to meet them every day? Perhaps two times each day, or three!
She sat, shivered and waited, contemplating her choices. She would make them come to get her. The sky was growing dim and she knew everyone was in the village now. She could still faintly see smoke rising in to the air marking the location of the unseen houses. The woodchoppers had come in, the people working the fields during the day were in their houses. Did anyone notice she was not there? Perhaps they had, but nobody knew where she was. She had seen the men in the village look for lost children before, but nobody would come for her she knew. Nobody cared, except the Humphries, and they only wanted her back so she could fetch water and wood and beat the blankets and clean the fireplace.
She was getting hungry and thought of the food on the tables. Was there a bowl for her at the house? There were berries in the forest, but if she was going to eat some she would have to hurry, the sun was already out of view.
She started to look at the bushes, she could not see any berry bushes. She stood and started to walk up the trail away from the village, away from the bowl of stew. She would look towards the next town, deeper in the woods, where the demons would soon be. She looked nervously towards every little sound. She could not find a berry bush anywhere, she cursed herself for not knowing where they were. The forest was growing dark and spooky. She could not see the smoke from the fires at the village anymore, it was too dark, she was too far away, she was going to get lost and the evil demons were going to eat her. They would only find her bones in the morning. She would let her bones speak for her.
The mud was drying on her dress, it was becoming stiff, her hair already was. She stood in the trail as darkness came, then collapsed to sit and shiver.
Thump.
The sound was deep and distant, she could barely hear it.
Thump.
She heard it again, a bit more clearly.
Thump.
Clearer, louder. She began to shake, it was a demon coming.
Thump.
She quickly left the trail and hid beside a dark bush. The leaves, which she could not see in the dark, poked her face and legs, but she did not care.
Thump.
Oh why did not she go back to the village? The whipping would not have been that bad.
Thump.
She could feel it, the pushing of the air. She looked up.
Thump.
There it was, she almost screamed, but clenched her teeth.
Thump.
It was not a demon, it was Murcar! She had never seen the dragon before, but she did now, the dark shape in the sky was unmistakable. It had to be Murcar.
Thump.
The big beast was going towards where the village was. It was silent, it had stopped the flapping of its big horrible wings. Suddenly the sky was glowing red. The dragon was breathing its fire in great long flames that shot down to engulf the ground below! She could feel the distant heat on her face, she could hear screams in the distance, she could hear the village scream. The red glow erupted again and again in the distance and she huddled close to the bush, letting its spiny leaves poke her as the warmth flowed over her cheek.
The screams died down with each passing bright red burst. She tried to imaging what was happening, but she could not. She had once seen a house burn, it was the biggest fire she had ever seen, were all the houses burning like that? Was it one big fire? She felt and saw the yellow flames rise high over the trees. Micah saw the silhouette of the giant beast’s head in the light.
Murcar blew his fire again and again for several minutes and Micah watched. The screams were long gone by the time the bursts of red stopped to leave only the gentle glow of the burning remains of the village and nearby trees.
Micah wondered what she should do, go to the next village? She would wait until Murcar left then she would see what was left of the village. Perhaps the old woman had survived and still had some stew for her? She noticed the moon low on the horizon over the trees. It was a thin crescent, but she could see the entirety of the dim orb—the face in the moon looked like it was laughing at her. Of course the old woman would not have stew for her.
Thump.
Micah felt it in the ground, not the air. Murcar was walking!
Thump. Thump. Thump.
It was growing louder. It was fast. Micah heard and felt the mighty trees splintering like they were in her chest, the dragon was walking through the woods, towards her! Her heart was pounding hard, she had to run, but where? Was the dragon following the path? She had to leave the path, fast. She got up and began to run and quickly tripped on a small bush. The trees were cracking and falling, she could hear them hit the ground behind her with their own mighty thumps that could not compete with the even mightier footsteps. The ground itself was shaking with the thumping. She looked up and could see the dragon. It was not any further away than it was tall, its head far over the tree tops, up high in the dark sky, its orange eyes like moons in the darkness. She began to cry out weakly and tried to get up, but stopped. She looked at the dragon, knowing the end was near. It towered above her, its huge head on the end of the long thick neck was looking right at her, only a dozen yards away. She trembled, but could not move, frozen with fright. In the center of the beasts forehead was a tiny glowing white point. The orange eyes with big black centers were fixed on her and her own eyes on them.
As the head moved closer and turned, the Earth shook and Micah came out of her trance. She leapt to her feet and ran back to the trail. She could barely see, it was dark, but by the starlight she followed the clearing that was the trail, not looking back. The ground shook, dozens of trees snapped and then something came down in front of her knocking her to her feet. It was a wall! No, it was Murcar’s tail, it was blocking her! She turned back and saw the dragon’s head closer now. It was not any further from her than it was long.
Movement from the side pulled her stare from the mighty eye that was looking at her. She turned and saw a massive claw coming towards her. She tried to run, but she once again fell and this time waited motionless for the end.
The ground she laid on moved and heaved and she rolled over to her back in an attempt to roll away from the claw. The claw filled her view, it was all around her, but she could not see the points. Then she realized they were in the ground—that was what was making the ground move. The massive hand of Murcar was covered with scales, they were dark, but seemed shiny. The long hard claws were pitch black. She could see Murcar’s head from the gaps between its huge fingers, an orange eye and the small white glowing dot on it forehead. The ground heaved and threatened to crush her, but she felt herself rise. The dragon was lifting her and the ground she had been lying on. She could feel the movement of the fingers, they were not solid, but in motion. She saw the trees drop beside her and in the distance the feint glow of what was left of the village. The head of the dragon was above her. In a great shaking of the air and a blast of wind, the dragon unfurled its huge wings and, standing high on its hind legs, pushed down hard.
It crossed Micah’s mind that she had never been so high, above the trees, but she could not see anything but the embers of the village, the woods and the sky were dark. The down stroke of the massive wings cracked more trees and Micah felt the blast of air. The moving and heaving dirt she lay on stung her face and legs. Her dress flapped in the wind and she tried to curl up even more than she already was. Another flap and then another, each producing less pounding of the air. She felt a great sense of motion and opened her eyes. The dirt was nearly gone, having fallen through the gaps between the massive scaly fingers she was now lying on. Her hand was on Murcar’s scales! She could feel the small hard scales, they were smooth. Could Murcar feel her touch? She quickly pulled her hand back to her chest. She was lying on her belly, mostly across one great dragon finger, with her feet in the closed gap on one side and her head on another. She was now colder than ever, the wind whipped through the gaps in the dragons fist. Her side hurt where the boy had kicked her twice. She was lying on that sore side and she tried to move and found she could. She sat up and saw the stars above her. She tucked her knees up in her dress in an attempt to keep warm. She pulled in her arms and hugged herself, wondering where she was going, when she was going to die. It then dawned on her, she was food for baby dragons! Murcar was taking her to its cave to feed its children!
The fist grew tighter and the mighty wings flapped for what seemed forever until Micah finally fell asleep, despite the cold.
Micah woke and she was still in the massive fist. The cold woke her. She was tired, but she was even more cold. Under her dress she rubbed her hands together and warmed them up. She rubbed her arms and legs also, rubbing off the caked mud. Stupid, she thought. She had been so stupid, the mud seemed so stupid and meaningless now. Murcar did not care about a little mud. Or did he? She? Was Murcar a boy or girl dragon? She did not know. She decided it was a boy dragon, although she had not any reason to think so. Why had Murcar not burnt her? Was it because of the mud? Was it because she was not in the village? Did the dragon know she was a person? That was it! Murcar though she was a demon! It suddenly all made sense, the dragon did not know she was a person because of all the mud, and of course Murcar gave rides to demons, they probably are friends! Did that mean Murcar was going to let her live—just put her down somewhere and fly away?! Micah felt excited, she found some hope and rubbed her arms some more, being careful not to rub off any more mud.
She watched the night fade to dawn over a land further from the village than she had ever imagined possible. The world seemed to go on forever. Lakes and rivers sparkled in the orange sun as the dragon thumped its way into morning. Micah was still cold and hungry. The gnawing pain of hunger came and went and she wondered how long the journey would last. She had not expected it to take so long, now the sun was up, would the dragon recognize her as a person in the light of the sun? She was too cold to give it much thought, the end of the voyage had stopped filling her mind with dread.
The woods slowly gave way to vast plains as far as she could see. She wondered where all the trees had gone, then she figured Murcar had burnt and knocked them all down. She saw strange animals running on the grassy land below her. Some looked like unicorns, but had two horns and were not white. This had to be where the Unicorn lived—it had to be.
She positioned herself so she could see out the big hole in the side of the dragon’s fist and watched the ground, she would look for the unicorn and when she saw it she would call out, it would save her. She thought of the unicorn, Tucor, it was good, it would save her from Murcar. Or would it? Murcar was huge and she had heard Tucor was small, not larger than a small deer. The dragon could simply step on the tiny unicorn crushing it to death. But the unicorn was magical! It would somehow be able to save her, good was always more powerful than evil, and Murcar was evil. She wondered what magic Tucor would use, would it turn the dragon to a toad? No, a bug. Then Tucor would squish the bug into the dirt and the unicorn would carry her back home.
Home? Home was gone. Micah remembered the flames rising high, silhouetting the massive towering dragon. There was not a home anymore for her. Tucor would take her to another village, a good village where everyone would like her. The grass flowed beneath her as she began to cry.
The sun was high in the sky, she was feeling warmer and the huge grassy meadow turned to rolling hills. She had never seen a hill before and she watched them carefully. Perhaps Tucor was on one of them, watching for her. Huge rocks were scattered around, bigger than any she had ever seen. She forgot about the unicorn as the she watched the rocks, they were huge, as large as the whole village, larger! The hills grew bigger, taller then incredibly tall and she could feel the dragon wings thumping harder and harder and the hills grew even larger. Were the hills going to save her? Were they magical? Would the reach up to smite the dragon? The hills were all rock, covered with big deep cracks and there were hardly any plants left, they had all fallen off as the hills had reached upward. She saw in the distance some hills like none she could have imagined, they were higher than the dragon was flying! Certainly Murcar would soon be dead. She hoped the rocks were careful not to kill her as well!
She could not see in the direction the dragon was heading, but it was clear they were approaching a rock wall of incredible size. They were high over the ground now, higher than ever before, but it was not high enough, the dragon could not fly high enough to save itself from the rock wall that had risen to pound the dragon. The rock was dark and lined with darker stripes, bloodstains, Micah thought. The dragon did not turn, but kept on flying towards it. She moved from one end of the fist to the other, scrambling over the fingers and smooth scales, and from both views saw the same thing, the approaching rock wall. Her heart pounded hard as she knelt, waiting for the smite that would kill the dragon and free her, then the dragon changed its wing beat, once again she felt the stronger pounding of the wind and she realized the dragon was trying to stop. It was just now, at the last moment, realizing it was about to die. She hoped the dragon would be too slow.
Suddenly the rock wall swallowed her and the dragon. The dragon stopped flying inside the hole in the wall they had entered. She began to despair, this was the worst! They were in a demon cave! Of course, where else would they have gone?
The dragon walked deeper into the cave and Micah knew they were going to the place of the dead. There she would die. Just then the dragon stopped and the fingers of the giant fist moved, opening, and suddenly she was falling and she screamed as she landed in a pile of hay. She had not fallen far, only a yard, and she squirmed in the hay and tried to look around. She saw the dragon eye, big and orange looking down on her. It did not blink, but watched and she tried to hide in the hay, hiding herself from the beast that was about to eat her. She thought of running, but to where? Instead she sank lower in the pile of hay until she could not see the orange eye any more. She remembered that if you can not see something, it can not see you. She squirmed down deeper into the loose pile of hay.
She heard the dragon move and held her breath. She could feel her heart pound and the dragon kept on moving, she could hear the light tap of the claws on the rock floor. There was a great bellow of air that threatened to blow away the hay, then nothing but the soft breathing of Murcar. She waited for as long as she could in the silence, with only the rhythmic noise of the harsh dragon breaths, but she had to pee, badly. She slowly moved her dress and relived herself in the hay. The day wore on as she cowered in the warm hay, ignoring her hunger and thirst and tying to be as small and insignificant as possible, she eventually succumbed to sleep once again.
When Micah awoke the dragon’s breath was still filling the cave. Her thirst was intense, it had not let her sleep for long. The dragon was breathing slowly. Micah began to move, her needs and curiosity urging her to see the dragon and where she was. Slowly sitting upright, she worked her head through the hay, moving it ever so cautiously, until her head emerged and she saw the beast. The dragon’s body was as tall as a house, a big one! The tail was out of sight but she saw the head, its eyes were closed—the dragon was asleep as she had guessed. Best of all she could see what looked like water, a small stream in the middle of the cave. The dragon was partially lying in it, and the water was flowing around the great bulk.
She took her time but eventually freed herself from the hay and, as quietly as possible, walked to the stream behind the dragon then knelt down and sipped water from the stream. When she had finished she looked at the bright opening of the cave. She dare not go the other way, deeper into the cave, towards the place of the dead. Micah sneaked quietly to the bright opening and looked out onto the rock hills far below her. They were not moving. She watched them for a long time. Stupid, she had been stupid. The rock hills were not going to save her, they were not magical. They were just rock hills. She did not see a way down, she was too high. The stream flowed over the lip of the cave opening and disappeared from sight below her. She looked out the opening a long time. She had seen much during her ride to the cave, but now it was not moving, she could just look. The hills, the plants, the grass plains in the distance. She looked for Tucor, the unicorn. She could not see the magical animal anywhere.
Her stomach growled, she had not eaten for a long time. She had water but not food. She had hay, but not food. Her stomach growled again and she thought of all the food in the storehouse. The storehouse was gone, Murcar had destroyed it. She had to find food, she turned to look back into the depths of the cave. She saw her pile of hay sitting along one wall of the cave, the sleeping dragon on other side, the stream flowing down the center. She carefully walked the stone floor back to the hay. She picked up some of it that had scattered in the wind and piled it up on the rest.
She looked around for some food. She looked at the dragon’s head and the darkness beyond. She softly walked towards the darkness, ever so softly. She was walking past the dragon head, into the place of the dead, where demons lived. She had to be quiet, very quiet. Her eyes grew used to the dark and she slowly placed one foot in front of the other and went deeper into the cave. Slowly, step by step, further, darker, damper. The floor became rougher, she had to be careful, she did not want to kick a stone or break a twig—there were not any twigs, only rocks. The cave was getting smaller she thought. She looked up, the ceiling was still far above her, but it was not as big. She walked more, she could see spots of brightness ahead of her, the end of the cave? Was this it? She went further, the cave did end, but it did not. A smaller passage continued, it was small, too small for the dragon but not for her, or demons, or the dead.
She looked behind her, the entrance was far away. When she turned back she could not see anything. Stupid, she thought. She should not have looked at the light, now she had to wait. The big cave ended and a small one began, she walked towards the smaller passage. It was dark inside, if she went in the dragon could not get her, but she would not be able to see. She slowly used her hands and felt with her feet each step and she walked another ten yards. She was entering the smaller cave. It seemed dry, there was no water in it. The stream came from someplace else that she could not see. She sat a little ways in the small dark passage and her stomach growled, she felt weak, a breeze in the cave chilled her, she wanted the warm hay. She looked towards the light and could see the dark silhouette of the hay. She stood and began to walk back to it.
It took her many trips to move the hay to the small dark opening in the back. However, the dragon could not reach her there. She was a bit safer. She made a bed and covered herself with hay to rest, falling asleep once again.
A light woke Micah. She woke with a start and froze remembering where she was. It took her a moment to remember and it frightened her. There was a light, and footsteps! The dragon? No, it was too small. She tried to remember which way her head was pointing, away from the dragon, the steps had been from the place of the dead! She lay as still as she could, tying to breathe very slowly and softly. The footsteps stopped, her heart did not, but she wished it would.
“Micah?” a voice asked. It was a man’s voice. “Micah, are you in there?” the mysterious voice asked again.
Her mind was reeling. Who was calling to her? The dead, someone from the village? Old man Humphries? It did not sound like him, nor anyone she could think of from the village. She did not move.
“Micah I know you are there,” the voice said and she heard the demon move. It was close, she could hear the breathing and then the hay was being moved!
Her eyes were wide open and she saw a hand and panicked. She yelled out, burst up and ran down the cave, towards the dragon towards the darkness. She did not understand, where was the bright opening of the cave with the rock hills below and the grass? She splashed in the stream then she stepped on something, a rock. She lost her balance and fell forward just as the blackness in front of her opened into a big orange eye. Micah could not stop herself, as she fell right into the cheek of the dragon below the orange orb that was as big as she was. The dragon skin was hard and the dragon did not move. She scrambled away from the hard cold eye and the dragon lay still, watching. She looked behind her and a man was standing there holding a light on the end of his walking staff.
“Micah, come back,” the man said gesturing to her.
He did not look like a demon, but he was dressed strangely. He had black robes over his clothing and a big hat with a wide brim. His cloak had sewn into it an image of the sun on one side and the moon on the other. He said gently, “Come Micah. I have food for you.”
Food! Micah turned and glanced at the eye of the great dragon head, quickly stood and ran from the eye towards the man.
“I have some apples and other things. I know you are hungry. Come let us sit on your bed and eat.”
The man led Micah back to her bed and in the light of the man’s staff she saw everything, her bed, the rocks, the walls, ceiling. The tiny stream flowed from a narrow crack in the wall. The passage narrowed beyond her bed but it continued on, as far as she could see.
The man pulled a pack from his back and opened it. He brought out several kinds of fruit, some bread and meat, it looked like chicken. He handed Micah an apple and she quickly bit into it. The old man watched not saying a thing until Micah could hardly eat another bite.
The old man finally said, “I am sorry I was not here sooner, I came as fast as I could.”
Micah looked at him, wondering what he meant. She asked, “Who are you?”
“I am Silgam,” the man replied. “I am the wizard that the dragon called.”
Micah stopped chewing and looked at the man. She thought of running, but to where?
The wizard smiled and said, “Do not worry Micah. I will not harm you. I came to give you food.”
The wizard gestured behind Micah and said, “She is old, her body will soon die.”
Micah looked and could see the white glow of a small dot on the dragon’s head. Murcar was a girl? “Murcar?” Micah asked.
“Murcar?” the Wizard repeated then laughed, “Nay. That is not quite her name.”
“Did the unicorn send you? Is it near?” Micah asked with hope in her eyes.
“Nay. The Tucor is far away on the other side of the ocean. Micah, the dragon sent me.”
“The dragon? What is an ocean?”
The wizard looked at Micah, contemplating the wondering child. He spoke, “An ocean is like a lake but is so big that you can not see across its great size. It is larger than the distance from your village to where we now sit. Indeed, it was the dragon was who called me.”
“How is that possible?”
“The dragon can speak to me, in my mind. The dragon and the unicorn can both speak to me. They speak to all wizards, if they choose to do so.”
Micah’s mind was filled with more confusion, speaking over great distances, a large lake with a special name, all she could mutter was, “Oh? How so?”
“Indeed it is true. When the dragon called for me, I did not hesitate, but still I was late. She is angry with me.”
Micah looked back at the dragon, which still had its eye open, it looked the same as always.
“I think we should clean you up some. I think the dragon would like that. What do you think?”
Micah was confused. Why would the dragon care how dirty she was? Maybe the dragon did not want to have dirty food? Micah shook her head no.
The wizard, looking at her, hesitated then looked behind her towards the dragon and said, “I have something for you.”
“What is it?”
“It is a gift.”
Micah looked at him in astonishment, a gift, for her! It had been a long time since she had received a gift, she could hardly remember her aunt who had been the only person to have ever given her a gift. “What?” Micah breathed with anticipation.
The wizard moved around, reached an arm deep into his big robes, pulled out a large bundle and showed it to her.
“What is it?”
“You have to open it to find out.”
“I have to open it?”
“It is the only way,” the wizard said then looked at her. He then added, “The gift is inside the wrapping. The paper is covering it to keep it clean.”
Micah thought that was silly, but held out her hand for it, anxious to examine the wrapping and see if she could open it, she was sure she could.
The wizard moved the paper bundle away from her reach and said, “Not until you are clean Micah.”
Micah noticed he looked nervously towards the dragon when saying that. It was clear to her that even the wizard was afraid of the dragon.
“I have to be clean?”
“It would be best. You can bathe in the stream.”
“It is cold.”
“I will warm it for you.”
“You can warm water?” Micah asked in surprise.
“Of course, I am a wizard after all.” The wizard put the wrapped gift back into the folds of his cloak and said, “All right then, we shall have a bath.”
Again, Micah noticed the wizard was looking at the dragon when saying the words.
The wizard stood and so did Micah. The wizard said, “We shall bathe near the cave entrance I think, on the other side of the dragon.” He looked nervous and was watching the dragon carefully.
They slowly walked along the cave along the wall opposite from the dragon and the dragon watched them. When they were beside the huge body the dragon sucked in a large breath then the large scaly body rose high and the wizard stopped. Micah walked into the back of the man who put his arm over her shoulder. Micah heard him softly whisper, “Forgive me.” It was obvious to Micah that the man was frightened of the dragon.
Passing its large head high over her and the wizard, the dragon turned around so its head was facing down stream, towards the opening. It lowered its body and when settled the wizard said nervously, “All right, we will continue.”
Micah realized why the cave opening was dark, it was nighttime. The wizard picked a spot about twenty yards from the dragon’s head and put the tip of his staff in the water a couple paces upstream of where she stood. He closed his eyes and concentrated, the staff began to glow red hot, softly boiling the water where it was, like a fire inside the water!
He opened his eyes and saw her gaze. He said to her, “Magic and beauty are in the eyes of the beholder. What one person sees as special, another may see only nature. Enter the water Micah.”
Micah found the water to be warm, it was comfortable and she was soon sitting in the water. The orange eye of the dragon was watching them and she tried not to look back at it. The wizard put down his staff, so the hot end of it was still in the stream, and helped Micah out of her mud-caked dress and tossed it to the side. He helped her rub her arms and legs then started to cup handfuls of water and pour them over her head. He rubbed at her hair and had her lie on her back in the warm water as he worked on the matted hair full of mud and dirt.
Micah was silent throughout the bath, until he started to put something in her hair that made bubbles. “What is that?”
“It is soap for your hair Micah.”
Micah had heard of soap, some in the village made it, but she did not get to use it. She had never heard of soap for hair. “Soap for hair?”
“It will clean your hair and kill the lice.”
“Oh,” Micah replied.
“Micah,” the wizard said. “I may have to cut some of your hair off.”
“Cut it?”
“Just some, an inch or two near the end. It is so tangled.”
The dragon moved, startling both her and the wizard, and the wizard hastily said, “I will work with it though. It will not be cut.”
Micah was in the stream a long time as the wizard combed the tangled mat growing from Micah’s head. Micah had never been in water for so long. It was the longest bath she had ever heard of, but the warm water felt good and the wizard was gentle. While the wizard worked she asked, “Why did the dragon call you?”
“She can not take care of you. She brought the hay from a field for you, but that was all she could do. She is old, her body will die soon. She called me to come and take care of you.”
“What for?” Micah asked then a chill went up her spine, “Is she going to eat me?”
The wizard chuckled, “No, she will not hurt you.”
“But you are afraid of her.”
The wizard paused then answered, “This dragon has been known to kill wizards, many of them.”
Micah was silent then said, “It killed my village.”
“Well that may be so.”
“It was, I saw!”
“That is between you and the dragon. I know not why.”
“I’m glad the village is gone.”
“You are glad?” the wizard repeated in puzzlement, briefly stopping the brushing of her hair.
“I hate my village,” Micah added.
“Oh? The whole village?”
“For sure, all of them. And they hated me,” Micah said angrily.
“Enough to want them to all die?” the wizard asked.
“For sure.”
The wizard began stroking her hair again and said, “Then that is the answer to why it killed your village.”
“Huh?” Micah said in confusion.
“It killed your village because you wanted it to.”
Micah was still confused. What the wizard was saying did not make sense. She had never spoken to the dragon and she certainly did not want to be carried away and stuck in a cave waiting to be food for the dragon. She turned her head to look at the dragon. Its eye was still open looking at her, but this time Micah did not look away, but looked back at the dragon. It was huge, big white teeth curled up over its lips. The nostrils were so large she could have fit inside one of them, easily. Even the wizard could have.
The wizard finished combing her hair and had Micah stand. “You are starting to look like a human now.”
“What is a human,” Micah asked.
“A person, like you and me,” the wizard said then added, “Well, like me anyway.”
The dragon blew out a strong breath and the head rose high and the wizard looked at the dragon with fear, and to Micah’s surprise actually tried to hide behind her. The dragon looked ferocious, not old at all as its head looked down on them.
She heard the wizard whisper, “Forgive me, I beg mercy.”
Micah continued to stare at the dragon and she thought it odd that the wizard would beg for forgiveness so softly. The dragon certainty could not have heard him. Micah figured she was about to be eaten and, coolly and calmly decided that perhaps the wizard was right, it was time to beg. She said loudly, “Please do not eat me.” The words sounded silly, how could a dragon understand talk. The dragon, however, seemed to calm down and once again settled its head down on the hard rock floor.
The wizard stood and straightened his robes and said nervously, “Well, Micah. I think it is time for you to open your gift. Micah turned away from the dragon and watched as the wizard pulled the package back out of the deep pockets in his robes.
It was tied with string with bow knots. Micah quickly pulled the loose ends of the three knots and the string fell to the ground quickly followed by the paper wrappings. Out tumbled something soft and dark. It was cloth, fine cloth like none she had ever seen before. It was a dress! A beautiful dress, better than any other dress. She smiled and shook with joy, it was the best present in the whole world.
“Do you like it?” the wizard asked.
“For always!” Micah exclaimed with joy.
“It was woven in the royal city and sewn by the best seamstresses in all the land!”
Micah looked at it holding the fabric, feeling it. It was thick and soft. It had black lace around the neck and the long billowing sleeves. It seemed long, but that hardly mattered, it was beautiful.
“I will help you put it on,” the wizard said and he lowered the dress over Micah’s small body. “There, that is perfect!” the wizard said as he pulled her long hair out from under the neckline.
Micah felt it all over, it was big, but not by much, the arms were in big sleeves and there were large billows of fabric on her back, but it felt wonderful. It was the best dress ever!
The wizard knelt down in front of her and said, “You look like a princess Micah.”
“I do?”
“You do indeed. Royalty Micah—you are royalty for sure.”
Micah smiled and felt the dress again.
“Let us go back to your bed of hay and see if there is anything else to eat?”
Micah did not care, as long as she could keep the dress.
The wizard nervously led her back to the bed, but this time the dragon did not turn around. Micah saw the long tail lying along the cave floor. The wizard placed the comb and the small pot that contained the hair soap on the ground beside the pack and said, “I will go now and find more food for you.”
Micah heard the dragon move and the dragon head came up and turned towards them, but just watched.
The wizard looked nervously at the head and said, “I will be back in a few hours. Do not be afraid Micah, the dragon will not harm you.” The wizard turned and quickly walked into the dark passage with his lighted staff, leaving Micah in the darkness once again. She wondered where the cave went? Was the wizard dead? She wished she had asked.
Micah spent the rest of the night lying in her bed running her fingers over the dress, the seams, the hems and the lace. It was a warm comfortable dress, and best of all, it was her dress, a real dress. She was tired and slept and while she slept the cave once again grew brighter and she woke. She found the stream in the dim light and drank, being careful not to get her dress any wetter than she had to, then relived herself in the stream.
She went back to her bed and felt around until she found the comb the wizard had left and started to comb her hair. She tired to do it the way the wizard had, but it seemed to be making it worse, not better. She eventually gave up and sat, looking at the dragon, Murcar, only that was not her name, the wizard did not tell her the dragon’s real name. Maybe it did not have a name, maybe it was just dragon. Dragon was asleep. The head was far away but Micah could see it, the orange eyes were closed, the breathing slow and heavy. She had so many questions. She wished the wizard would come back soon, it was lonely without anyone around. Dragon did not count.
It would be good to look out the entrance she thought, looking at the blue opening on the other side of the sleeping dragon. She looked at the light then stood and started to walk towards it, slowly carefully. It would not be good to awaken Dragon, the wizard was not here to protect her and Dragon certainly was growing hungry. She walked by the dragon without waking it and sat near the entrance. She could see for miles. The sun warmed the land and she wished it was on her. Not a single ray of sun fell inside the cave.
She watched everything, there were birds around, many, and some flew near the cave opening. One came and landed by the stream and Micah watched without moving as the bird washed itself in the stream.
Micah heard a noise and turned around, the dragon’s eyes were open and the wizard was there, he was gesturing to her.
“Come Micah, I brought you more food,” the wizard said softly.
Micah stood and walked into the cave. The wizard had a large load on his back and he released it. It was wrapped in paper, but Micah could smell it. “What is that?”
“Beef. As much as I could carry, even with my magic helping.”
“I’m not that hungry,” Micah said.
“I know. It is for later. I also have some more fruit for now.”
Micah took two pieces of fruit from the wizard and started to eat the most familiar looking one first. As she ate she remembered she had questions and tried to remember them. She suddenly asked, “Are you dead?”
The wizard looked at her and sat down. “Micah, I am quite alive, far from death, I hope.”
“But you live in the place of the dead?”
“The place of the dead? Where is that?”
Micah pointed back to the far end of the cave where it was still dark.
“That passage leads to the surface Micah. From there I can walk to a town for what I need to bring you.”
“It is a way out!” Micah exclaimed with excitement.
“Only for me Micah. You must stay.”
“But I want to leave! I want to go to the town!”
“In time Micah,” the wizard gently replied.
“But why, I want to go now.”
“I am sorry Micah, but not for a while.”
The wizard was silent and closed his eyes. Micah watched him and his face frowned as if he was in pain. Micah silently watched. Another thought came to her and she said, “Do you have another gift for me?”
The wizard did not reply, but kept on struggling with the pain in his head. Micah wondered if he had heard her at all. Eventually his face eased and he opened his eyes and looked at her. Micah repeated, “Do you have another gift for me?”
The wizard looked sad and he said, “Micah, I do not have any other gift for you. But there is something.”
The wizard waited until Micah had finished eating then stood as if weary and tired. He turned and looked at the dragon, which was looking back, with its head resting on the rock floor.
“Micah, come here,” the wizard said and slowly walked towards the dragon’s head.
Micah did not want to go there, so she did not move.
The wizard was facing the dragon with his back turned to her. He said in a low somber tone, “Micah, there is something you have to do first before you can go.”
“What?”
“You must take the stone.”
“What?”
The wizard turned to her and pointed at the dragon’s forehead. “You must take the stone Micah.”
“What stone?”
“The white stone on her forehead, take the stone Micah.”
“I can not,” Micah said in fright.
“I will help you, that is why I am here. The dragon called me to come and help you take the stone. She is old and her body will soon die.”
Micah shook with a renewed fear and the wizard walked back to her and put his arm around her shoulder. “You look like a princess in that dress Micah. As you should, you are royalty Micah. Follow me.”
The words soothed her, but also confused her and she walked beside the wizard who gently led her to beside the beast’s head.
“Micah, the stone is for you, like the dress. It is a gift she is giving to you.”
“A gift?” Gifts were good, but the bright stone? That was evil. “The stone is evil,” she said.
“It is true Micah, the stone is evil. The unicorn wears one as well. There are two stones, the dragon stone and the unicorn stone. They are very important Micah. More important that all the kings in all the world.”
The wizard walked Micah closer and closer to the great head. She could see the white stone, it was so tiny on the dragon’s head. The wizard said, “Do not fear, this is what she wants. This is what she has brought us here for. It is time.”
Micah was frightened—she was already far closer to the dragon then she wanted to be. She was so close she could have reached out and touched one of the big teeth.
The wizard spoke, “A good stone and an evil stone. The Dragon stone is what we call the evil stone, it is your stone. The two stones are bound together, they are one, but separated.”
“I am scared,” Micah whimpered.
The wizard replied, “Do not be frightened. Without evil there can not be good and without good there can not be evil. Ordinary people can not feel the stones, but wizards can. I can feel them, their push and pull. They are the source of all magic; they are the alpha and omega of all magic. Without the stones, life would indeed be a dreary place to be. Touch her.”
“Touch her?” Micah cringed while pulling her arms into her body.
“Do not be afraid, you have touched her before. She wants to feel you Micah. She wants you to feel her.” The wizard crouched down and gently pulled Micah’s slender arm out and Micah opened her palm as her hand pressed against the scales. “Run you hand over her scales Micah, feel them, they are smooth and hard. Push hard so she can feel it. She wants to feel you.”
Micah pushed hard, but it was like pushing a rock.
“Stay here Micah. Keep pushing Micah. Let her feel you.”
The wizard let Micah go and stepped back. Micah started to put her hand down and he quickly said, “Keep pushing Micah, push!”
She put her hand back on the dragon and the wizard stepped further away, Micah started to cry. She could not help herself, did not know what was happening, fear was coursing through her. To her horror the wizard grabbed one of the giant teeth and started to climb up the massive head. He clawed at the scales, found purchase and was on top of the dragon snout. He walked the elongated face to the shining stone, reached up and gently put his hand over it, slowly and carefully, as if it was poisonous.
He stood on the dragon snout for a full minute, his hand over the stone. His eyes were closed and he was in deep concentration. The wizard let out a sharp gasp and nearly fell backwards as the stone fell off into his hand. The glowing jewel rested in his hand and for a moment Micah could see that he seemed to be in a trance. The dragon head trembled and the wizard fell to his knees. He looked down at Micah and seemed to compose himself. He shouted, “Keep pushing Micah, use both hands! She is dying, she wants to feel you!”
The wizard did not waste time in climbing down the face of the dragon. Micah could see the stone glowing in the wizard’s hand. When he was on rock again he faced her. “Here is the dragon stone Micah. It is now your stone.” The wizard walked toward her and Micah stopped pushing on the dragon cheek. She backed away from the approaching wizard who held out the stone towards her. The bright white light swam in her eyes. She was scared, she wanted to run. The wizard suddenly reached out fast and grabbed her by her arm. “Micah, take your stone!”
“No!” Micah cried trying to pull away. “It is evil!”
“What is evil is in the eye of the beholder! You must take it now, already it dims. Take the dragon stone, it is yours!”
“Nooooo!” Micah cried.
The wizard looked mad, his face wore a frown and he pulled Micah close to him, putting an arm around her.
“Micah, you were not chosen for this. The dragon did not choose you. You were born to this!”
Micah squirmed and cried.
“Micah, listen to me. I have not told you what her real name is. I will now. It is not Murcar as you were taught. Her name is Micah, the same as your name. That is not a coincidence—you are both Micah, keeper of the dragon stone!”
The wizard held Micah tightly so she could not move her head. The wizard carefully placed the stone against her forehead. Micah could feel the heat, the light was blinding her. She saw swirls in the light. It was going to burn her, she struggled harder, but the wizard tightened his grip and pressed the stone to her skin. He held it tightly against her, but it did not burn her. She felt its mysterious warmth flow through her into her head, down her face and into her neck and chest. It was not unpleasant but it was full of sinister intent and suddenly the wizard let her go, she collapsed to her knees.
The wizard helped her up, tears running down her face as she cried. The bright light shone in whatever direction she faced, on the floor, the wizard, the dragon. She saw the dragon through her tears. Already the big eyes were only half-open and turning dark red.
The wizard said softly, “Micah is dying now. Touch her Micah. Let her know you have the stone. Let her know that the dragon stone will live on.”
Micah walked shakily to the head, near the eye. She touched the dragon flesh, the giant lid drooped further and the red slowly dimmed to a black, just as the lid closed completely.
Micah cried, but she was not sure why. The giant dragon was dead, she knew it. She did not cry for the dragon, she cried for herself. She felt the stone on her head. It would not budge. It felt like it was not attached to her skin, but to the inside of her head. When she pushed on it, it was like she was pushing on her whole head.
She stood by the dragon and looked at the wizard with her tears in her eyes. She looked around the damp cave. Her gaze turned back to the wizard and she said softly, “Can I go to the town now?”
The wizard looked closely at her and then smiled and said, “Of course Micah. Of course.”
Everyone in town knew the wizard and called him by name. Nobody knew her. The wizard had fashioned a tight fitting hat for her that covered the stone attached to her forehead. He had told her it would not be a good idea to let anyone see the stone. Everything was new to Micah. She had never seen so many people, such large houses and big streets. Some were paved with smooth rock! She saw glass windows, horses—lots of horses—and shops in the street selling all sorts of things she had never seen before. They walked the entire town and the wizard showed her everything, the shops, the inns, the smiths.
She felt good in her dress. She had not known the color of the dress until she had left the cave and walked the trail to the town. It was not like any of the others, hers was a dark blue, not white like so many others. She was certainly the best dressed child in town. Some of the other children were not wearing anything better than the rags she used to have.
All too soon the wizard told her they had to go back to the cave.
“But why? Let us stay at the inn!”
“No Micah. The inn is not for you. Not tonight.”
“But I want to! It will be fun!”
“No Micah, we must go back to the cave.”
“I do not want to go to the cave,” she pouted.
“We do not have any choice. We must not stay in town. There is food in the cave. Nobody will be there. Nobody goes anyplace close to it. They are all afraid of the dragon.”
“But the dragon is dead.”
“They do not know that, and that is good.”
“But why?”
“We do not want any visitors,” the wizard said and led her back towards the end of town they came from.
Micah pouted and remained silent in her anger as she let the wizard led her into the wood and back to the cave. It was a three-hour walk to get to the cave entrance, but not a long walk after that down into the ground to where the dead dragon lay. It had not moved, Micah thought. Of course, it was dead—it should be buried or burnt, she thought. “Can you push it out?” she asked.
“What?”
“Can you push the dragon out?”
“I do not think so,” the wizard replied as they sat on the grass bed. The sun was down and the blue from the cave entrance was dimming.
“Not even with your powers?”
“No, not even with my powers,” the wizard sadly replied. “I must go back now. I will be here in the morning with more food.”
“Not more beef? I do not need more food. Stay here with me,” Micah pleaded.
“No, I must not—I must get more food. I will be back in the morning.”
The wizard stood and then walked up the passage leaving her alone once again. Once he was gone from sight, Micah realized a great advantage of the stone, she could see everything around her.
She picked up her comb and started to comb her hair. It went better now and she combed it all over before standing. She could follow the wizard, she could now see the passage. She felt the stone on her head with her fingers. It was warm and firmly attached. She wondered how long she would have to wear it.
She put her cap back on and the cave was dark. She took the cap off and the walls shone around her. It was a good stone to have, but she wished she could just keep it in her pocket instead. She covered herself with straw and thought of the day. The dragon dying, the stone and best of all—the village! She fell asleep dreaming of walking the village streets with the wizard.
Micah woke hungry and thirsty. She also felt ill. Not a sickly ill, but more of a something was not right ill. She wiggled out of the hay and stood. She saw her hands, they were black all over, even the nails had turned black!
Trembling with fear she cried out, “Help!” but it sounded strange. Her tongue felt her teeth, they were larger, sharper. She was scarred, she did not know what it was. What kind of malady was this? Was it a plague? She had trouble standing and looked down, her feet were black and the long black toenails all looked way too long.
She cried out, “Wizard! Help me!” Again there was no response to her tormented voice. She sat, but inadvertently sat on a rock. She tried to scoot aside, but the rock was still there. She reached behind her, felt for the rock and felt something, but it was attached to her! She quickly used both hands and felt the hard lump growing on her bottom. She saw her toes again, the black toenails.
She was shaking, afraid, not sure what she should do. She cried in a whimper, “Help me!” She smelled the meat near the cave and turned her head; to her surprise she could turn her head all the way to see behind her. She cried out again, “Wizard! Where are you?” There was not any answer. She struggled to stand, but it felt too strange. She lay down in the hay, curled up and sobbed. She was scarred, she was ill, she was going to die! She knew it.
She lay there for an hour and cried before she once again began to look at herself. She pulled up her sleeves and her entire arm was dark. It felt normal, but it was all black. It was the plague, she was going to die! Of course, God was punishing her for taking the stone. It was evil. She tried to pull it off, but it did not avail, it was on her head tighter than her head was on her shoulders. She looked at her fingers, the black nails. She felt her teeth with her tongue and cried for help once again, the tears streaming down her face. She heard footsteps and turned to see the wizard running towards her. He looked at her, she looked back through the tears.
“I was nearly here when I heard you,” he said in huff.
“I am dying!” Micah cried through her tears.
The wizard picked her up, held her and said softly, “Nay Micah, you will not die so soon.”
“But I am all wrong, everything is wrong! Look!” she cried holding up her fingers.
The wizard looked at them then put his hands gently around them and said, “I know Micah. I know.” He rubbed her back and Micah felt his hands move over more bumps beneath her dress.
“What is it?” she cried.
“Micah you are not dying. You are changing.”
“Changing?”
“Indeed Micah, you are becoming what you really are.”
“What?” she whimpered.
“Micah, you wear the dragon stone!”
“What?” Micah said, but a thought came into her mind and sent a chill down her long spine.
The wizard looked her hard in the eyes and said firmly, “You wear the dragon stone!”
“But I do not want to!”
“You must. It is yours. It can not work for any one else. Only you Micah. Only you can wear the dragon stone. It is yours, it always has been.”
Micah sobbed uncontrollably in the wizard’s arms. She realized what was happening and she did not like it. She sobbed, “Take it off me! Take it off me!” she cried.
“I can not. It is part of you now. You will die without it. The unicorn will die, I will die, all the wizards will die. The world would change. Micah you do not want the good unicorn to die, do you?”
Micah sobbed, “No.”
“Goodness can not exist without evil. If the stone were to come off your head, then you will die and then the unicorn will also die.”
“I am not evil!” Micah cried.
“I know you are not, I know,” the wizard said gently while holding her tightly.
Micah cried for a long time before the tears stopped. The wizard stood her up, led her back to her bed and sat her down. He combed her brown hair, which was rapidly falling out. “Are you hungry?” he asked.
Micah nodded and the wizard brought close the new side of beef he had carried down the passage. He pulled out his knife, cut off pieces of the meat and made a small pile. Micah looked at the meat, she was hungry. The wizard placed his staff on a spot on the ground and after some concentration the end of it erupted into flame. He placed the meat over the fire and they watched it cook. When it was done, Micah could hardly wait to eat it.
The wizard took the first side he had brought and sliced it until there was nothing but bones. He then cooked the meat until there was a big pile of cooked beef sitting beside the burning end of the staff. He threw the bones out the cave to land on the rocky hills below the cave entrance. Micah watched as the wizard labored.
The wizard said, “Eat the cooked meat first. It will not dry well in this cave and will spoil if left too long.”
Long after the wizard had left, Micah learned why her dress was so baggy in the back. Her new tiny wings could stretch out under the folds. She realized the wizard had known of this, but had not told her—he had not told her anything.
Micah looked out to the landscape below the cave opening. She could see better than before. She saw rabbits and squirrels in the hills below, and those other creatures, which kind of looked like unicorns but were not, could be seen further away. They ate grass. The unicorn probably ate grass also. Did the unicorn have a stone too? She had never heard of the unicorn having a stone. Tucor was the unicorn’s name—Micah was the dragon’s name.
She did not feel evil. She pounded the rock with her fist, she was not evil! “I will never be evil,” she said out loud to the land below her. “I will never ever be evil,” she repeated to the open air. It felt good to say. She said it again, louder, “I will not be evil!” Her words disappeared into the blue sky.
Her skin was distinctly scaly now, but it did not itch and she looked at it closely. The scales were tiny and smooth. She looked at the dead dragon behind her. The scales on the beast were huge, hers’ were small. She was not like that dragon at all! She was more of a person-type of a dragon. Half-and-half. That was better, being half-and-half. She did miss her hair—she wished she still had hair. What was left of it was tangled in the comb back by her bed. She began to cry once again, but now tears did not flow.
She sat on the ledge for hours watching the sun cross the sky, occasionally going to eat some of the meat the wizard had cooked. She was not cold when the sun dropped below the horizon. Although she had done nothing but sit and cry all day, she felt tired. She walked back to her bed and lay down, careful to fold her wings just right and not to sit on her tail. She wondered if her eyes were orange. She hoped they were not.
She would be good, not evil, she thought to herself as she lay thinking. Good, not evil, it would be easy. She would be a good dragon, everyone would like her, she could stay at the inn. They would like her, just like they liked the wizard.
When Micah woke she was starving and ate what was left of the cooked meat. She then hobbled over and started tearing pieces of the raw meat from the second side of beef the wizard had brought. It tasted just fine.
She could not help but notice her tail was much longer—much stronger too! She could easily hold it up and she whipped it back and forth a few times. It was black and shiny, so were her hands. She had a desire to stretch her wings, but the dress was in the way. She had not taken the dress off since the wizard had bathed her, but now she felt like she had to.
First she tucked her wings in tightly then started to pull the dress over her head. She was careful not to rip the fabric with her fingernails. It kept snagging on her backbone then on the ridges on her head, but she was careful and the dress finally slipped over her head and was in her arms. Her neck was three times longer than it used to be and she could easily look in all directions without turning her body. She saw a good place to put the dress on the hay of her bed and she carefully did so.
Free of the dress, she stretched out her wings as far as they would go. Each of them was at least three yards long! She tried flapping them some and found they hit the rock floor. She bent over so her hands were on the floor and then she tried flapping them. They still hit the floor, but it was easy to flap them. She practiced more flapping while standing and then bending. She remembered how the big dragon had stood on its hind legs when it had lifted from the forest. She did this and tried flapping in different directions. Someday, she thought, she would be able to fly!
She felt strong. She had strong teeth, she could almost see them curl up beside her face that was distinctly visible to her. She could see the back of her nostrils, they were black and shiny like the rest of her—like the dead dragon that filled one side of the cave.
Micah practiced with her wings all morning. She even crawled up on top of the dead dragon and jumped off beating her wings hard. After a while she found that she could hover for a short time. Her tail was important, so was her head. She had to practice to keep her tail and head in the right place. If she kept them straight it was best, but once she moved one, she tended to tip to the side. With time, she got better and could jump off the dragon, hover and then land back on top the dragon. With each try it became easier and easier.
Eventually she had to stop to eat. She tore off more meat from the bones and put it in her mouth. Her tongue was long, she could grip the meat with it. She tried to talk, to say “I am Micah.” It did not come out right. She could barely understand herself. She tried again, “I am Micah,” and again it was a muddled mess of sounds. She became desperate and said loudly, “I am Micah!” and she collapsed on the rock, her wings still out stretched. She could not talk. She had lost that, like her hair, like her brown eyes. She cried in heaving sobs knowing she was not half person half dragon—she was all dragon! She would never get to sleep in the inn. They would never like her. She looked at her bed of hay, the wizards pack, the comb with her hair and the pot of hair soap and the beautiful dress. Her treasures, all for Micah the girl, not Micah the dragon. The sobs filled her mind and body. She wished the dragon had never gone to her village. She wished she was home.
She stood and looked around her. Her wings partially extended. This was not how it was supposed to be. She was not a dragon, she was a girl, and some day a stranger was going to ride into the village and marry her and she would not be a surf. She was supposed to become a lady, not a dragon. Was that how it had been for the other dragon? Had she once been a little girl in a village? Micah despaired and looked at the bed of hay and all her treasures she wanted so badly. She screamed “Nooooo!” but it was not the word that spilled from her mouth. She watched as her bed, the pot, the comb and her dress, all and went up in flames. Everything that was good was burning to ashes.
She sank to the floor in despair.
“Micah!” a voice rang out. “Micah, are you all right?” the wizard asked as he jumped through the burning bed and stood to face her.
Micah twisted her head around and looked up at him. She could not even talk. She saw the look of concern and astonishment on his face. Did he see what she had become? Did he see that she had become a demon? She hated him—he made this happen. Worst of all, because of him, she would never be able to sleep at the inn. She angrily rose to her clawed feet.
“Can you hear me Micah?” the wizard asked in alarm.
She could. She could also hear his thoughts. In addition, she realized she knew just where the unicorn was. It was a very long ways away. She could feel Tucor. She could feel the wizard who used her power, tapping into it, drawing from it. It was all becoming clear. She would never be anybody’s friend, it was too late. The wizard could have convinced the town that she was a good dragon, but he had not—it was too late! She hated the cave. She hated the wizard. Her dress was burning like her village had. The wizard had raped all that was good. Her anger rose in her and she slashed out with claws—red lines appeared on the wizard’s face.
“Micah,” he cried. “I am here to help you I am your servant! I brought you more meat. Please, have mercy!”
Micah was angry and did not take notice of the wizard’s words. She grabbed him and, although the wizard stood taller than her, she easily dragged him as he struggled. Before them was the bright blue entrance of the cave. She saw the remains of her old muddy dress lying among the rocks on the floor—fueling the anger that burned inside. She had the wizard with both of her front claws and unfurled her wings.
The wizard cried out, “No, please. Have mercy Micah. I am a wizard! I am your friend!”
Micah pounded the air with her wings and ran dragging the wizard then leapt out of the cave. She flew hard into the sky then released her load to let him fall to the rocky hills below. She could not speak, but she would let her actions speak for her. Micah did not even bother to watch the wizard fall.
She was not a princess as the wizard as said, she was a goddess! The goddess of demons! She pounded her wings flying easily and looked around. Someday she would visit the town and she might just yet stay at the inn. But they would not be her friends! She wondered where she should go, she did not want to ever go back to the cave. She looked out into the land around her and then turned her head to look behind her. She saw the bulk of the old dead dragon in the cave and knew that was all she would ever be. Floating in the clear blue sky, far above the cave, was the dim white orb of the moon. Micah could clearly see that the moon was laughing at her.
The blue sky quickly faded to gray then black. The moon took on blue and brown hues and Micah stopped pounding the air with her wings. Her head lifted as her body rotated backwards and she found herself lying on her back, silence all around, a planet floating before her, its sun in the distance.
A calm voice in her head spoke, “We are approaching our first target.”
Darkon looked at the planet with very little thought or comprehension about what he was looking at. What he could understand was that the space around the planet was full of activity. Large ships, some moving, some not. Large cities could be seen on the planet’s surface. His mind was not concerned, he was still full of rage from what he had become, what fate and the wizard had turned him into. It was a dream he realized, but still he struggled to take control of his arm. He found it, struggled to move it, pulling his hand to his head to feel his hair. He had hair—he was not a cold scaly dragon. He felt his forehead, skin was all that was there. It had just been a dream.
“I had a dream,” he thought.
“I saw,” the voice replied in his mind.
“It seemed so real. Did you do it?”
“No, I did not. It was yours. I am curious about some parts of your dream.”
“What parts?”
“In your dream, you did not know what a mountain or an ocean was. You did not know many things that you do know.”
“So?” Darkon asked, wondering why this simple observation would confuse Sig.
“Dreams such as that are abnormal. It was unusually clear, it could indicate a problem with the mind transformation.”
Darkon saw the reactor rings on the Skeleton ship power down. He felt accelerations pushing him hard into the pads in the chamber. The explorer ship was being released and millions of spheres were flowing from the Skeleton ship and his explorer ship. He was unconcerned with those sights in his mind. He asked, “Something is wrong with my mind?”
“Perhaps. Perhaps it is something wrong with your being.”
“My being? You mean my body?”
“No, not your body or mind.”
The words reminded Darkon of something. Something the computer had told him when he was only Micah—that he was different.
“You are different,” the voiceless thought replied.
The vision of the planet grew sharper in Darkon’s mind as the explorer ship approached it at a speed much faster than light. The Relevance shut down its reactor rings and then shuttered as it unleashed its weapons upon the planet. The ship continued to send waves of destructive energy to the planet as Darkon asked, “You said I was looking for you. You tortured me.”
“Yes Darkon. You were looking for me.”
“How could I? I didn’t even know you existed. I was only a child.”
“I do not know. You are the gift.”
The ship ceased its attack and powered its rings. The planet rotated below them several degrees and the rings again lost power. The weapons fired. Darkon winced at the computer’s words. Was that all he was? A gift? “From the Ancient?”
“I assume so.”
“For what?”
“Perhaps for companionship.”
The ship moved again to another vantage point far from the planet and fired again. “What do you need of companionship?”
“I am not sure. I have always had a companion. I can only guess at the motives of the Ancient. Perhaps to provide a use.”
“A use?”
“After I sent my army back in time, I had no use.”
The ship moved again and Darkon said, “You are immense, you can always find a use. You can always find a companion if you so choose. The galaxy must be full of sentient beings that would make good companions.”
“But I may not choose to do so. I have no motive.”
“But you kept me.”
“Of course. You are the gift.”
Darkon watched the world turn and the weapons fire—again and again. The larger spheres were unleashing torrents of energy on their own. The ship could not boil the crust the way the Empire’s battleships could, but it could destroy cities, ships, anything standing still. It would take a couple more minutes for the first of the energy pulses to reach the planet. The ship collected almost all the spheres then went back to the Skeleton ship that was waiting several light hours away from the planet. The explorer ship re-docked with the larger and faster ship, then shot out into interstellar space once again.
Darkon did not understand the computer’s circular logic. Obviously the computer did not know why the Ancient had given him a gift that had been Micah and now was Darkon. Sig had effectively created his body and mind and yet did not understand. He himself did not even understand the question. All he consisted of was a mind and a body, what else was there? What was Sig not telling him? “If I had been normal, would you have saved me?”
“Probably. I was young then. I would have lit a fire for you. It would have kept you alive through the night and the smoke would have signaled the searchers.”
“What do you think the dream means?”
“It depicts your fear of the Empire. You are worried about becoming what you want to destroy.”
Darkon watched the cities on the planet began to grow pimples then began to glow white and yellow. Ships and massive structures in space erupted into plasma clouds. The destruction looked intense. Not complete, but very significant.
He was not sure about the computer’s interpretation, he never had considered becoming like the Empire. The wizard, however, reminded him of Sig. He felt himself grow tired and noticed that he had never even opened his eyes. His last thought, before fading away, was that at least he was not a dragon, he was still a person, tied up in paper and string.
Vicky lay in her bed, her eyes wide open, but she was not looking out through them. In her mind she saw the planet in flames. The small probes the Relevance had left behind had brought to the Society images of all the destructive might the ship could inflict. The planet’s crust was not boiling, but the great cities on it would be set back a few years. No probe actually noted what the creatures that occupied the planet looked like, leaving the burning question in her mind, “Did Darkon get the right planet?”
The planet was far behind the system where the Purporter had been struck. Deep into unknown space Darkon had followed the electromagnetic trail to the industrial planet and had not hesitated. Lucky there were no battleships there, Vicky thought, or it was the wrong planet. Nevertheless, it somehow felt right. The style of the ships around the planet was fast, long and narrow. It felt right, but it also felt all wrong. If there had ever been a diplomatic way out of the war, it was gone now. Vicky had not known she had any hope of that happening until now, when it was gone up in flames. The cities burned for many hours, Vicky watched, along with the rest of the Society. Although the planet Darkon attacked was far from the planet she was going to, she felt close, but safe in the Skeleton ship, for now.
She reminded herself that Darkon did exactly what everyone though he was going to do, draw the battleships away by attacking from the rear. He attacked and he departed, everything happened just as it was supposed to, but somehow it did not make her feel any better. If she could see the battleships turn and follow, that would be better.
“The CC requests your presence in the chamber,” her PC said.
That’s odd, she thought. It sounded ominous. There was no med-chamber on her cargo ship where she kept quarters. She would have to go to the host Skeleton ship. “What for?”
“It did not say,” her PC replied.
She felt anxious, to be summoned by the Central Computer was rare and was usually of a medical purpose, but to summon her with no given reason? That was just plain odd. She was just beginning to wonder when she was supposed to go when her PC said, “It requests you go immediately.”
Vicky let the PC allow the image of the burning planet fade and the bed gently urged her to her feet. A robot was there, it put shoes on her feet and she walked from her bedroom to the monitor room. There was nothing to see in the monitors. Around her cargo ship, tucked in the massive cargo Skeleton ship bay, were a couple other similar ships. There once had been more, such as Clarice’s. Clarice was still on NC1723, still watching as the aliens retrofitted her cargo ship for their own use.
Vicky entered the M-20 and its heavy doors quickly shut behind her. She sat for the fifteen-second trip to the docking bay inside the Skeleton ship. The M-20 was a flyspeck in the cavernous interior of just one of the Skeleton ship’s cargo bays. Exiting the M-20, she took a small transport tube that raced to the larger ship’s living quarters. Lights flashed by too fast to count as she traveled a kilometer from the dock to the main living space. The relatively small components of the interior of the Skeleton ship, which were pressurized for human occupancy, were mostly vacant. There were a few that the ship was carrying, mostly only those evacuated from an outpost too close to the last sighting of an Empire battleship.
The mood she saw was dark and dreary, each dealing with Darkon’s attack in their own way. Vicky could see on their silent faces the frightful optimism or the sinking dread that their fate was sealed, it was only a matter of time. She wondered what they saw on hers. The med-chamber was close to the heart of the living space on the ship and she wasted no time lingering with the others, but proceeded to the heavily shielded chamber room. It was waiting for her, of course.
Vicky lay on the extended tongue and the metal mouth swallowed her, the hatch closing tightly once she was consumed. “Hello Vicky. Are you feeling well?”
The question annoyed her. The Central Computer was perfectly aware of how she felt. “I’m fine. What do you want?”
“I do not think you are fine. I think you are not behaving normally.”
Vicky closed her eyes and tried to contemplate the computer’s words, not normally? Of course she was not behaving normally, the whole damned galaxy was not behaving normally. Considering the circumstances, the impending battleships, being pulled from her daughter to go rescue a sample of an entire planetary ecosystem that might soon perish due to their errors, what the hell did the damn computer expect of her? She cried every hour as she struggled through the living nightmare she was suddenly living. She curled her lips and trying to hold back her emotions that threatened to bring tears she said, “I think I am just fine.”
“No Vicky, you are not. I can tell. I have seen it for a long time now.”
Vicky softly asked, “Marvice, why must I leave her? Why me?”
“I need you to do something for us. Something distinctly unpleasant.”
Vicky wiped at her eyes and said, “What?”
“I want you to attack the Empire.”
Vicky lay unmoving. Was the Central Computer malfunctioning? Attack? How? With what? What did it think the problem was? She had no way of attacking the Empire. She said, “I don’t understand.”
“Darkon is traveling deep into the Empire’s space to disrupt it, to pull them away from Earth. He is following the electromagnetic trail and will not stop or pause, he cannot, he must not fail. Do you understand?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“Darkon is not there to learn about the Empire. He must not pause. He must attack, run and attack again. He will learn little of the Empire.”
“So?”
“So we need information, we need you to penetrate into the Empire.”
“Send a robot.”
“We will. However, it will not be the same. I need you to do it.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I brought you here so you can perform this.”
“Here?”
“Here on the rim. The cargo ship and robots can perform what is needed for NC4534. I want you to take an explorer ship and penetrate the Empire, find a planet and attack and land. See what is there.”
Vicky felt a strangulation around her whole body as she contemplated what the computer was asking, “I’ll die.”
The computer calmly replied, “Yes, you will.”
Vicky was stunned by the comment. Was the Central Computer forcing her to do this? Why? To die? She thought of Marvice, she was on Hangpoint, she could see her. The computer was asking too much, how could she? How could it ask such a thing, to just die? Her heart was pounding hard, she felt agitated, unsure. For the first time she felt trapped in the chamber, like it was squeezing her. She blurted out in a burst of tears, “I can’t! I don’t want to die!”
“I know Vicky. I have prepared something for you.”
Vicky was confused more than ever. In her distress she looked around as if to locate the emergency release, knowing there was none. The computer had prepared something? How far had its planning gone? Her trip out here had been a trick, she was not here to rescue a planet, she was here to die! It had been planned! Without her! She felt out of control, helpless. Never in her whole life had such feeling swept over her. She cried, “Let me out! I want out now ! I don’t want to die!”
The chamber did not open despite her pleas and kicking. Her hands hurt from hitting the metal interior that surrounded her.
“I have a plan Vicky. I have not told anyone.”
A secret? The computer had a secret? It was not supposed to do that. But then it was not supposed to trap her in a chamber, she was the master, it the servant! She lay and sobbed, putting her hands over her eyes. Everything was wrong, what had not already fallen apart was now. She was going to die, the Central Computer was going to kill her. A thought came to her, something Micah had once said about the computer, that either it serves the Society or the Society serves it, rarely being on the same side. She sobbed and begged like a child, “I don’t want to die! Let me go! Please! I won’t tell anyone. Please!”
When she stopped pleading the computer said, “I think it is possible to save your mind Vicky. When you die, your mind will live.”
All Vicky knew was that she was going to die. The realization of how much the computer was entwined in her life swept over her consciousness in a torrent that she could not stop. Everything she was, was part of the computer. And on top of it all, was the realization that now, or later, the computer was going to kill her.
“Vicky, I can save your mind. You can be rebuilt.”
Save her? Was the computer saying something? Something about saving her? Her mind?
Vicky tried to pay attention as the computer said, “I can capture your mind Vicky. I can hold it in mine. I can rebuild you with it. It is important Vicky that this be done.”
She stumbled for clear thought, “You want—”
“I want to capture your mind. I will hold it, I will protect it. I will recreate you. I know I can.”
Vicky lay still. The words melted through her mind. They were all she felt, the rest of her was numb. Protect her? Recreate her? She wiped her tears with the back of her hand, sniveled and said, “What?”
“I brought you out here to die Vicky. I want you to penetrate the Empire and learn, then I will recreate you.”
“Can you?” Vicky said wiping her tears.
“Yes Vicky. I can. Although it will not be pleasant, it is important.”
“Important?” she sniveled.
“Yes. We are going to war. I must perfect the technique. It will be important. You are important Vicky. You will be the first.”
Vicky was lost in a kaleidoscope of thoughts, she was important? She was a warrior? An experiment? She would be the first? She was going to die! She could not think of anything to say, she wanted to understand, but all she could do was roll over, which the chamber did for her.
“I am going to give you more probes, I must absorb your mind. These probes will go directly to my mind, not through your personal computer. Do you understand?”
The computer was going to be in her. She understood that tiny part, but the deeper meaning seem just out her reach. She felt her hair being pushed aside then a tiny prick, she felt helpless to react. She was going to die and there was nothing she could do to stop it. She did not understand, she could only weep for herself and her daughter.
The mighty Grand Emperor sat upright on his regal throne and surveyed the audience that had come before him, to gaze upon his absoluteness. The mighty Admiral was flanked by his subordinates, lesser admirals of the imperial fleet. The admirals stood perfectly still in a neat array, not wavering in the slightest. “My lord, I bring to you news from a distant part of your majestic Empire.” The admiral paused then continued, “One of your planets has been attacked. It was a clumsy strike by the same creatures that have soiled the Empire before.”
The regal holograms floated into position and an image of the alien ship attacking the planet came to view. The hologram showed the erupting cities of the planet, which occurred long after the alien ship departed. The display showed the impossible, the incredible, Empire cities were molten slag, enveloped by smoke and flames that reached many kilometers into the planet’s atmosphere. Never had the Empire been attacked like this! The Admiral carefully watched his Emperor as the Emperor watched the hologram. The Admiral felt his strength ebbing from his body as he looked on, waiting for some cue to speak again. It did not come for several minutes, then, at long last, the Emperor made a slight gesture, the image disappeared and the royal projectors, in all their befitting splendor, moved away out of sight.
The Admiral said, “We have determined where the ship has gone and we are tracking it. It shall ...”
The Emperor raised a finger halting the Admiral in mid sentence. The Emperor clicked, “You have failed.”
The Admiral suddenly convulsed and his body shuddered and crumpled to the polished platinum floor. His life fluid seeped from his body, his eyes dimming as he died. The other Admirals beside and behind him never moved a muscle. The Emperor turned his gaze to one of the other mighty Admirals, who looked to be made of solid cold rock and said, “Send twelve more imperial battleships. Do not fail.”
The new Grand Admiral hid his astonishment. Twelve more! This was incredible, but then never had the Empire seen such a foe. The Emperor was truly the Empire! With awe filling his mind and the old dead Admiral at his feet, the Admiral saluted crisply with his arms and spoke, “This disease will be destroyed! I shall not fail the Empire!”
Vicky was crazy, Steve figured as he contemplated her actions that seemed unbelievable. Her mind had obviously broken, that’s all that there was to it. The small robots were packing his personal belongings as fast as they could. It was the same for the others on the Fortune explorer ship. All were packing, moving from their ship, three months sooner than expected. And for reasons of a mad woman, a highly capable mad woman.
The first sign of trouble was when Vicky had insisted that the Skeleton ship she had been on, intercept the Fortune. The Skeleton ship had been following a giant arc through space near where the Empire was expected to appear before heading back to Earth, collecting people in the wrong part of the galaxy and releasing the hastily retrofitted sampling cargo ships. The Fortune had been simply making a beeline back for Earth, planting sensors on its way.
Vicky had boarded the unsuspecting Fortune like a pirate, covered with armor and flanked by a swarm of modified robots that were disconnected from the Central Computer. These were not the small guard robots, they were the big killers. The whole ship knew instantly, as did the humans on the Skeleton ship and the rest of the Society, that Vicky had gone mad and had captured the Fortune.
Steve’s personal possessions slipped from what had been his bedroom and he walked behind the robots that were carrying them.
Vicky’s robots had pulled key com-chips all over the Fortune as soon as she had boarded and now it was out of the Society’s control. Never had this happened, it was not supposed to. The network had failed, her PC was turning away all inquiries. Nobody could get through to her. It was hard enough dealing with the battleships and Darkon’s attack a week ago. This was not what they needed, to lose a precious ex-ship to a broken woman.
She had come in an M-20, using the pretense that she wanted to transfer robots. She had transferred them alright, and they were rogue pirates, she had tricked everyone. Vicky was mad, but she was clearly not stupid. Her capture of the Fortune had caught them all by surprise. She made her intentions clear and there was nothing to do but pack and take their personal vans to the Skeleton ship, which was waiting nearby. On his departure to the dock, Steve found that it was not possible to avoid the woman, she was there standing perfectly still, looking blankly into space. Around her were her robots that eerily followed only her commands. As Steve passed he tried to get a look at her face. It was difficult to see with her armor, the vision enhancement shield and the robots surrounding her, but he thought he saw a tear.
Clarice was in her suit again. She was in the back of her cargo ship, amongst the maze of chambers that were looking very alien. The soft-bodied NC1723 creatures were everywhere, busily installing, testing and discussing everything. They had moved a big ramp beside her ship and had not hesitated in preparing the ship’s cargo bay to their liking. Hundreds and hundreds of boxes were brought in and stored, electronic equipment filled whole rooms, tanks of gas, small chambers, were all hauled in and used or were being stored. Colorful wires hung everywhere.
As she toured the hive of activity, her PC would relate to her what the items were. Incubators, transformers, repair kits, soil, biological suspension chambers, the list went on and on. She looked, just to look. Others in the Society did the real thinking from afar, checking, making sure they did not do anything to compromise the ship’s integrity. The aliens ignored her as they had since their first encounter.
Two weeks later they continued to ignore her even as she slumped into a corner and cried. The little spider in her suit tried to wipe her tears, but only manage to annoy her.
She could not believe what Vicky was doing. Clarice felt the wind being knocked from her, how could this happen? How could it happen to her? Vicky had been like a mother, like an older sister. Vicky had shown her how to live! And now this? Clarice could still feel the Fortune, the very ship she had been conceived on. She tried again, “Vicky! It’s me Clarice!” The names were not required, but it was all Clarice could think of. There was no reply, nothing. At least when she tried to contact Darkon his PC replied. But for Vicky there was nothing. Blankness, darkness. Like she had died, just like her real mother. Clarice sat in the corner and cried, she felt all alone like never before. She did not understand anything, crying was all she could do.
Darkon was dreaming. This time he was perfectly aware it was a dream although it did not seem like one at all. He was in an endless void that stretched all the way to infinity in all directions. Nevertheless, there was light, soft light that caressed his body and his mind. He could not tell where the ambient light was coming from, but it felt good, soothing, comforting. He felt good, strong, alive.
He stood boldly on a giant green eight, his fists on his hips and looked out over the other numbers. They were of different colors, but most were shades of green. The number felt soft and comfortable to his feet. It was a pleasant dream.
He spoke boldly out loud to the endless void, “I think I do not understand.”
“Nor do I,” his PC replied with a deep voice from the heavens above.
Darkon countered, “But this is yours?”
The computer replied, “I am but the artist and this is my sculpture, you are the subject.”
Darkon looked at the plus sign down below him. It was about twenty meters below and in front of him. He stepped back a few steps then ran forward and jumped. With perfect control he gracefully somersaulted in the air and struck the top of the plus sign with his feet and he could feel his muscles tighten and the soft surface of the plus sign bend to his landing force. He catapulted from the spongy plus, soaring high and landed perfectly on the top of a huge greenish-yellow integral sign.
From the high vantage atop the integral, he scanned his surroundings, the vast equation. It stretched out for kilometers all around him. The equation was three-dimensional, it had many layers. He could see in the distance that parts of it seemed loose, trailing off on their own directions, the integrals, bars, carats, hats and numbers wondering out in the black expanse that surrounded him and the equation. He looked down and could see row upon row of numbers and symbols, dozens deep into the infinite void. He saw an interestingly hued sigma below him and did a graceful swan dive towards it. He plummeted towards it and then twisted like a cat to land feet first. He catapulted upward and used the bottom of a brightly glowing green five to ricochet back down to a pi that had a hat, then off at an angle to stop in the gentle curve of a giant ‘C’.
The equation towered over him and fell far below him. “This is me?”
“No. Not yet.”
Darkon looked around through the gaps between the myriad of mathematical symbols and asked, “Where is the start?”
“At the beginning.”
Darkon studied the numbers and suddenly it was obvious. The equation was flowing. He could see in the symbols which way was which, all he had to do was follow the numbers. He leaned out of the ‘C’ and looked towards the direction where he though was the beginning was. He thought he might see the edge of the equation in the distance. He looked in front of him, studied the numbers, their shape and position.
He said, “Okay,” then shouted “Here goes nothing!” and jumped out of the ‘C’. He lit on a slash and careened to the side of symbol that had no meaning to him. With graceful turning and spinning he bounced, arched high, landed and was off again. The fat and springy numbers and symbols flew by him in a rainbow of colors. He was calm, in control, he could make no error. He saw where he was going, where he would bounce to, judged how hard to push off and he did, always with perfection, it felt great, it felt like power. He traveled rapidly over and through the floating equation, which meant nothing to him.
He saw the end coming and decided to go for height. He picked his bounces just right, shoved harder with his legs and worked his way up the layers, using the spongy numbers as trampolines. Higher and higher until he arched high over the top layer where he had started and gracefully came down on the rounded top of a giant two. He looked in the direction of the way he had come, the equation stretched out behind him. He turned, looked to the sides and could see the width of the equation, it was not so wide here, only a kilometer or so. Looking towards the beginning was nothing—he was at the beginning. He tried to look over the rounded leading edge of the two, but could barely make out the top of a single letter below him. It was red, a nicely glowing ruby red. It had two flat surfaces on top, it was an upper case ‘M’. It was a long ways down, but he trained his eye on it and dove off the ‘two’ towards the nearest flat portion. As he fell towards the ‘M’ he saw it was part of a short word, only five letters. The word was all by itself, like a small rowboat trying to pull a massive ocean liner. The rope it was using was none other than an equal sign, the only one he had seen.
As he fell he recognized it, he remembered it, the pain. For a brief instant the pain swept over his mind in the form of a long past memory. It was the equation, the same that Sig had thrust through his mind before. But back then it had not been soft and comfortable. It had been hard with sharp edges that had clawed and scratch his mind. He landed hard on the ‘M’ and it absorbed most of his energy, but he still flew in an arch back to the top pedestal of an upper case ‘A’. Beside him was the ‘H’. The word was ‘MICAH’. He asked, “Why does it say Micah?”
“What is in a name?”
“But my name is Darkon, not Micah.”
“Is that what you feel?”
He looked down at his boy body and said, “I look like Darkon.”
“You have Darkon’s body.”
Darkon recalled his childhood, “I am Darkon. I remember.”
“You have Darkon’s mind.”
“I also remember Micah,” he said in confusion.
“You have Micah’s mind.”
“I have both minds but one body.”
“Yes. They are irrelevant.”
“Irrelevant! Ha! I have one body and two minds! I am one hundred and fifty percent whole!” he said and with glee and jumped to the “H” then arched high springing off the equals and high onto a lower case ‘i’ with three hats on it. “I am one and a half of a normal person!”
“Much more than that I think,” the all-encompassing voice said from everywhere.
Darkon asked with a smile, “What could be better than one-hundred and fifty? Two minds are perfect, more and it would get cluttered, less and it would be lonely. Don’t you think so?”
“If you say so.”
“So Sig, how many minds do you have?”
“Thousands.”
“Oh, that’s way too many! Try just two—that’s best!” Darkon said proudly.
“I do not think I can change myself for the experiment.”
“Party pooper!” Darkon taunted with a shout then sprung to another number. He moved across the face of the equation until he could clearly see from a side view the name, ‘MICAH’ hanging out in space, glowing ruby red. He said, “So why am I called Micah?”
“I did not name you.”
“Micah named me Darkon.”
“The Ancient named Micah.”
“The Ancient? Your old self?”
“Yes, what was once part of me.”
“Can you contact him?”
“No. The Ancient contacts me when it so chooses.”
“The swirls?”
“Yes, the swirls in the energy field.”
“So swirl back!”
“I do not think it is required.”
“How did he name Micah?”
“I do not know.”
“How do you know he did then. Maybe it was Alfred Tomkin who named her?”
“Perhaps.”
Darkon thought for a moment and asked, “You don’t know?”
“No.”
“But I though you knew everything?”
The computer said, “I know only a little more than you do.”
“With thousands of minds?”
“With all my minds I cannot figure you. The equation is wrong.”
Darkon felt the smooth number he was standing on with his feet. It was a grand number, part of a truly grand equation. How could it be wrong? How could Sig be wrong? He remembered the image of the mighty fleet that the computer sailed into a black hole. It was grand, the grandest thing he had ever seen. Nothing in all of the Empire compared to that fleet. He recalled the ships, large and smooth, perfect standing waves, shimmering with blackness. No organic creature had ever made such ships—Sig had made thousands of them! He had held both of his minds, Darkon and Micah, in one pin point of his own mind and played with them, merging them to seamlessly make one. That was power! That was might! Sig was truly a god! How could he not know something? Something as simple as Micah? He asked, “What is wrong with it?”
The voice in his head replied, “The incorrect parts are at the other end.”
Darkon turned from the name and looked though the rows of symbols. “Is it far?”
“I do not think so.”
“Okay, I’m going!” Darkon said and leaped off the symbol he had been standing on and began to fly from number to number along the equation. He moved fast, this time he did not play around dropping low, this time he was on a mission! He was going to seek out the parts of the equation that were wrong, the parts Sig could not figure out!
Hundreds of numbers later he rose high to the top layer and bounced to the end of the long string of symbols. High on the highest integral he saw the ragged end of the equation. Here the numbers were mostly red of many hues, pulsating like beating hearts. Some were attached to the equation, but others were floating away from the equation by themselves or in clumps.
Having arrived at the end, Darkon sat and watched the motion. Sig was working on the equation. He saw a pulsing four slowly float towards a number that was in the equation and take the place of a three that had been there. A section of derivatives slowly moved away and two simple symbols, which Darkon had never seen before, took their place. All over, the equation was continuously falling apart, and even as it did so it was being fixed. The corrections just made fell apart then were subsequently reformed once again. He sat and looked out at the sea of floating math. “How can this be me?”
“How can you be at all? That is what the equation tries to describe.”
“I don’t understand?”
“Neither do I. You are a puzzle the Ancient gave me.”
“The Ancient? He gave you a puzzle?”
“Yes. He put it in a human shape, you.”
“The puzzle is in me?”
“In you and all around you. You are the puzzle.”
Darkon snorted, “If you ask me, you’re the puzzle. How hard do you work on this stuff?”
“I have little else to do.”
Little else to do? Darkon thought about it. The computer had always been scheming, planning, manipulating. Was that just a little side effort? Was the Society nothing? Was Earth so trivial, so insignificant? The Empire was breathing down the neck of Earth and Sig passed it off with a simple word, ‘little’. Did the computer think he was trivial as well? He looked at his body, it was just human. It was a dream body, but still just an ordinary human body, with two minds. Was that trivial? “Am I trivial?”
“No Darkon. You are not trivial. Not even close. We are approaching another planet, you should wake up now.”
Darkon did not have a choice and the numbers floating in space faded away except a big delta that became round and began to glow brighter. It seemed like he could feel the warmth of the pale yellow sun. Around it was another planet, blue like Earth. From behind him a black cloud rose up. It was a fast and angry cloud. He turned towards it and his mind could see the particles that the cloud was made of and they were spheres, millions of them. He turned his head again and saw the rings that encircled him, arching high into the deep void. Beyond that was the black cloud and straight ahead was the calm blue planet. It looked like it could have been Earth, he looked for continents but could not make out any recognizable features.
He felt the ground hum with energy and the space before him erupted in a nova of white. The nova sucked into a small point right in the center of the blue planet. The planet then moved and the black cloud disappeared and the nova erupted again. Darkon realized the planet had not actually moved, it was the Relevance relocating at speeds, which from certain perspectives, would make then appear in two places at once. After about a dozen novas, he saw the black cloud again and it fell in behind him. The planet quickly receded into the distance and was gone.
It seemed familiar to Darkon. He remembered another planet and another dream. In that dream he had been a dragon, with wings and breathed fire. The novas were fire, he was still breathing fire! He remembered the dream, the wizard that he had killed. He felt the anger rise again, the wizard had stolen his life and had paid for it, but not badly enough. He should have ripped the wizard to pieces for failing her! Her? Darkon felt confused by his own thoughts. He asked, “Why did I kill the wizard?”
The voice in his head said, “He did not let you sleep in the inn, then he turned you into a dragon. He was merely showing you what you really were.”
Darkon remembered this. “Did the wizard fail me?”
“He did his job, perhaps you failed him.”
“I killed him. He deserved it.”
“You were angry, you did not want to change. You killed the messenger of bad news.”
Darkon was not sure about the computer’s interpretation. It seemed right, but not quite.
“The dream was unusual. Do not interpret it too closely,” the voice in his head said.
“What was wrong with it?” Darkon asked then recalled what Sig had told him before. In the dream he was a small peasant child, who did not know anything about the world, not even about oceans or mountains. Darkon also remembered Sig saying something might be wrong with his mind. His minds, he corrected himself, he had two!
“I am working on it,” Sig said in his head.
Her entire life had focused to a white-hot point—it was Vicky in the morning. She was in the M-20, the sleepy haze from the night before was long gone. She thought of her life, the good times, the bad, the parties, the Society. She had lived over half her life in the Society, she could hardly remember her old life, her other life, which had been her real childhood. Now there was nothing but memories and the planet before her, the place she would die.
It was not where she would have chosen to die. It was cold and the sky was the wrong color, a milky purple, a case of too much fluorine she knew. She knew much about the planet, she knew its diameter, density, moisture content and that it was full of life. Vast stretches of the planet still reveled in its natural condition, despite the new comers that had build cities and factories. The image presented to her was false, a computer rendering based on the few photons that had been captured from long distance scanners. She had to accept the theorized image for a while longer, she could not get a real picture of it while still traveling faster than light.
She was in an armored pressure suit, the atmosphere in the M-20 was already at the proper pressure for the planet. When the M-20 breached, she would not undergo sudden compression. Not that it mattered, when the mighty M-20 breeched, she would probably die one way or another. She narrowed her mind on one of the hypothetical cities, the biggest one. They were social creatures, choosing to live in communities, but the computer already knew that, Darkon had shown that much. That was one problem plaguing her, the computer already knew many things. Vicky knew she was on some strange fact finding mission, but she was unsure just how little the Central Computer knew, what facts did she need to find?
The planet filled the monitor, and just when she thought they were going to attack by ramming the purple planet, the Fortune suddenly decelerated hard and shut down the rings and there she was, for all to see, just above the stratosphere. The planet and cities turned crystal clear and they too could see her with crystal clarity, barreling down to the giant city, five-hundred kilometers across, like a hammer head swinging down to strike.
The Fortune was one of the early explorer ships, deadly indeed, designed to battle the Alshainians and the Skeleton ships. Its powerful disruption beams were designed to penetrate and rip apart the very molecules of its target. As powerful as it was, it was not as mighty as the Purporter had been, and the Purporter had not lasted long. She breathed deeply, she would last a bit longer, the battleship was on the other side of the planet as planned, it would take a while for it to come greet her.
The Fortune fired and Vicky watched the atmosphere turn to plasma and a small portion of the city disappeared in a white glow. She braced herself in the rear-facing seat that held her tight as the large and fast moving Fortune hit the atmosphere, its armor pounding the gasses to sub-atomic particles as it decelerated, shoving Vicky hard into the seat. The Fortune fired again and again obliterating a small portion of the outskirts of the massive city it flew over. She was immersed in the burning atmosphere—the city erupted around her as she dropped lower. Soon it would be time. She saw the count down on the monitor, ten, nine, eight—
Dale had found a quiet place, an M-20 of his own. The M-20 was stationary in a docking area inside the Aquila city, but it did fine. He sat in the chair, but unlike Vicky’s, his chair was not clamped hard to his arms and legs, but he felt the pain as if he was there. A counter on the monitor was counting down, six, five, four—. He tensed his muscles. He felt the Fortune, the skin temperature, the meson drive, the hot rings and the robots. He knew what parts Vicky got right, the robots, lots of them, big ones. Three, two, one. He leaned forward, closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. He considered Vicky a friend, a good one. He did not know why she was doing what she was. He did know she was going to die. That made it hard, he did not want to see her die. He had already seen too much death. Sandra!
The count reached zero and his mind was awash with response. The air became alive with hurtling objects as the Fortune disgorged the M-20 and the robots, each on a collision course for the heart of the massive alien city. His mind picked targets and the robots obeyed instantly. All the complexity of the city erupted in explosions even before the robots hit the ground. They stood twenty meters and were there for one thing, to penetrate into the city, into the buildings. Dale selected a robot, others in the Society had the others, and he charged forward into the burning metal, his plasma beams raking deep into the structures ahead of him.
Vicky left the Fortune and robots to themselves and others, she had her own concerns. Her eyes narrowed on a tall building three hundred meters thick. She let the M-20 slice deep into it, nearly cutting the structure in half. Flames erupted from the deep gouges, but she ignored the heat and destruction, targeting a lower place on the building. Just before impact, the M-20 spat a burst and the building opened before her, and she dove into the red fire and molten metal. She could not see much except flame and twisted metal of the dying building. She plowed through the interior walls of the building like they were not there, angling down to plow through the floors. She eventually escaped the fire of the burning part of the building and entered a relatively undisturbed area.
The floors were large, fifteen meters tall. The rooms were spacious, and if she was not mistaken, they were decorated. She even thought she saw what was supposed to be art, or had been, before she opened up her weapons incinerating the room and all the walking-stick aliens in it. She descended to a lower level. She recognized the aliens; they were the same as on the small Empire scout ship. Their bodies tended to explode with hot gasses, like the Alshainians had. She wondered if that was information the Central Computer could use, they exploded well.
She sliced a wall vertically thinking she would dissect a piece of it for examination, then changed her mind and simply rammed through it. The wall was disappointingly devoid of wires or pipes. She went through another and another. Around her the aliens exploded to leave their boiling body fluids on the wall for the computer to examine.
A voice sounded in her head, “Go up Vicky.”
Dale’s mind was swirling with targets and heat. He was the robot—pounding through the lower bowels of the city, ripping and tearing and blasting anything that stood in his way. For him the alien creatures were not important, machinery was what he was after, what made the city tick? Unlike Alshainians that attacked on sight, these creatures fled in panic from him, as they should. The robot was more than capable of ripping the building to pieces with its mighty claws, and when it spat fire the city shook with deep pain.
Dale had never been an all out firefight, few in the Society had, in fact only Daniel, and he was dead. The spheres and the needles were only visible as dark blurs, flashes of superheated gasses and occasional explosions. The battle of the spheres and needles created a continuous thunder that immersed the area. The spheres were horribly out numbered, but Dale knew they were cutting down more than their share of the less armored, but harder to target needles. Dale ran the robot through the building with all his speed, firing as fast as the thermal build up would allow. The building sagged down, but he did not care. The battleship was nearly there and he would not have much time left. He had to see as much as he could as fast as he could. He ripped a hole in the burning floor and jumped through.
Vicky pounded through the floors in rapid succession, straight up through the massive building. The building was a torrent of burning hell where she had let the M-20 slash at it. They burned, another piece of information for the computer.
The burning floors slowly gave away to floors that were merely hot. Aliens were baking on the dark floors along with their decorations and art. Vicky continued up, simply ramming through the floors and they became larger. She then entered a level that was forty meters tall and she brought the M-20 to a level, and turned the ship around. It was a well-decorated room, and there were many aliens in it, all at one end. She was about to transmit a thought to the M-20 that would explode the creatures, when the scene reminded her of something.
The creatures were huddled around something at the far end. She nudged the M-20 closer and she saw it. A creature was in the center of the group on some sort of device, the others were all around as if using their bodies to shield the center creature—their king? How could they think their bodies had any effect in protecting their king?
She moved the M-20 further and the rest of the giant room erupted in a torrent of flame and heat. She had vented the room on three sides and watched as the aliens boiled in the heat and then the building began to move. The ceiling, and the top most part of the building slowly sank down and the building collapsed in a blast of air and smoke that rushed around her. The M-20 fired in many directions, she was blind, letting the ship have its own way.
She was not sure what was happening. She closed her eyes and felt the hundreds of spheres that had come with her, each having taken their own fate in the city. She felt the robots, she felt the minds driving them. She was not alone, many of her old friends were with her in some ghostly way, as if escorting her to the next world. But her friends were coming under attack, needle-killing machines were everywhere. Spheres began to evaporate from her consciousness, then a robot and another. Then she saw the Fortune, rising and firing. She was slammed sideways—it hurt, her neck hurt. Was it broken? The seat tightened firmly around her and she felt the Fortune fire again at something, again she was pushed, but this time the M-20 was in a better position.
She turned her mind’s eye, and there it was, the battleship. It was big, almost as big as a Skeleton ship, but it was the devil reincarnated in machine. The Fortune had hurt it and fired a third time before the planet erupted under her. Vicky was in pain, a deadly pain like only the dying feel, luckily she was barely conscious.
Dale had burrowed deep before the needle probes caught up to him. His robot spent the last minute of its life firing madly through the rain of fire and molten steel at the swarming machines, which eventually sliced the robot to pieces. He then turned his attention to Vicky. The M-20 was also under attack, but it was already damaged from just the close proximity of the battleship that pounded the Fortune.
The battleship seemed not to care for the city around it, which was blown to dust in all directions. Through the eyes of Vicky’s M-20 he watched the Fortune crumple and fall to the alien planet’s dirt in a dimly glowing heap. Vicky was unconscious, the ship told him that, he took control of her M-20, stopped firing and raced from the exploded city center with all the acceleration he could manage. He knew Vicky might not survive the acceleration, but he had to try. Under his direction the M-20 raced low, close to the ground and was eventually awash in a white glow of plasma. It would do no good to try to hide, the needles would always find it. The heavy armor of the M-20 was now its best friend. It was better than what the Empire had and he used it, going faster and lower than the needles could.
For a hundred kilometers, two hundred, three hundred kilometers, Dale raced with the M-20. He dare not rise, the needles could catch him in space, he dare not slow else the needles would be on him. He simply tore through the planet’s atmosphere at fifty times the speed of sound, thinking, wondering what to do next.
Vicky slowly woke up. Her legs and arms were broken, she could feel them—they hurt, everything hurt. The chair was holding her tight, her head, chest and her broken limbs. Her chest was hemorrhaging internally, she could feel it. Many of the monitors were out, blackened. The others seemed to be trying to make up for the loss. The ship was vibrating with power as it plowed through the atmosphere. She saw a read-out of her velocity. “What’s happening?” she said weakly to whoever was there to hear her.
“We are fleeing,” the ship said in reply.
Vicky recalled the Fortune, was it dead? She was not sure. The last thing she remembered was that it was attacking the battleship. It had to be dead by now. She was supposed to be dead by now.
“Why?” she asked looking at what she could of the alien landscape streaming under her.
“Dale Jackson has given guidance,” the M-20 replied.
“Dale?” Vicky mumbled. She was supposed to be dead, but she wasn’t—Dale had saved her. The Fortune was dead, she had no hope. She thought of her daughter. Her mind turned to home and she saw the girl at Hangpoint. She was not alone, there many around her, comforting the child. She would never be alone. “Goodbye,” she whispered.
“Mom!” the girl suddenly shouted back from the tiny message. “Mom, come back! I’m here!” Others around the girl quickly and silently asked for information, their eyes wide with surprise and hope—was Vicky back on line?
Tears welled up in Vicky’s eyes and she shouted with pain, “I’m coming home baby! I’m coming!” Her mind took the M-20 from Dale and it turned up hard. Vicky screamed with pain and the whole Society could hear it. Behind and above her was the battleship and its swarms of needles. The M-20 shuttered with violent vibrations and the hull heated beyond its capacity. The vibrations filled the vessel with a howling and Vicky again cried out, “I’m coming baby!”
Vicky never made it to the great battleship, which a moment later turned the M-20 to a molten blob with a single swipe.
After the royal projectors made their retreat, the Emperor spoke in anger, “Fool!” and the Admiral fell in convulsions to wither on the platinum, until life left his body. Another planet had died and another severely damaged with the local magistrate brutally killed. It did not require the microbes in his body to kill the Admiral, the shame of his failure, and even more so the shame of angering the Emperor, would have sufficed.
The new Admiral pledged his undying loyalty and then stiffly walked from the Emperor and the foul mess on the floor, wondering what he was going to do.
Darkon swooped down low over the valley, pushing hard with his great wings to bottom out and begin his speedy climb up the other side of the valley. As always, all felt right and good, he didn’t have a care in the world except to see what Sig had put in the next valley for him to play with. It was a good strong dragon body, he liked feeling the muscles push so hard and effortlessly with his broad wings. Sig had done a good job.
He crested a ridge and dropped into another valley, Sig had put a village in this one, which he tended to do occasionally. He swooped low over the fields and the village, watching the panicked villagers run into the forest before he climbed back to a higher elevation. The people stuck on the ground were not real, but he could not know that by examining his sensory input. It was all just sensory inputs, even the feeling of the wind whipping pleasingly over his face and his muscles rippling smoothly under his hard scales. He turned his head to the side and let out a long bellow accompanied by a bright orange flame that was draped in thick black smoke, which he quickly left behind him as he arrowed forward. A make-believe going away gift to the make-believe villagers.
The dragon body was common, but there were others he frequented, including his own Darkon body, or something that appeared to be like the real thing. His body was what ever the computer decided he might want to be. Sometimes while in some body not of his choosing, he would see an unusually large planet in the sky with pinpricks of orange light erupting from what had once been thriving cities. Sig seemed to make it a special point to show him the events, as if they had some special meaning, like a celebration of the passing of time.
He spent most of his time in dreamless sleep, but he could tell the planets were starting to come in quick succession, as if building to some future crescendo. There were only days, not weeks, between strikes. On one occasion Sig had shown him a map of the systems they had attacked and which ones they had skipped. The map had blazed spectacularly in the night sky of some imaginary place. It had been a winding course, doubling back on itself on occasions. Once he had accidentally thought they had been lucky not to encounter any battleships, but quickly corrected himself, this was Sig who was guiding them. He was just along for the ride, the adventure?
A calm voice sounded from the air around him said, “It is time to depart from the others.”
Darkon panicked after the words had time to seep into his mind, “Who?” he asked with worry, gliding with his strong wings held out stiffly.
Sig replied, “The rest of the fleet.”
“Fleet?” he asked in confusion.
“The five other old Skeleton ships that are with you.”
He had not given a thought to the five old original Skeleton ships that had been following him around. The expansive forest that carpeted the hills below him faded away as a vision filled his mind of the five other ships, all paralleling his course at equal speed. He remembered that with all the modifications the Society had made to the massive ships, the five original were no slower. They were still the fastest ships the Society had possession of. A gift of Sig’s.
The voice continued, “Micah will be going with them.”
Panic again flashed his mind. He was Micah!
“Micah’s PC,” the computer added kindly.
“Oh,” Darkon replied as the alternate universe reemerged, rolling hills covered with trees replaced the vision of dark Skeleton ships embedded within the darkness of infinity. He resumed pushing his way through the make-believe sky.
We will stop briefly to transfer her and several hundred thousand robots to the other ships.
“Oh right. What robots?”
“Construction robots. She has a job to do.”
Darkon was amused that Sig had called the robot by the female name. It certainly was not female. It was not even a robot, it was simply a cell in the computer’s body. He wondered where the other cells were. Some were still back on Earth buried in and ancient mountain—as ancient as the Ancient? Had the Ancient made the Andes just for Sig to hide in?
“She will go to a system a few thousand light years from where the Empire has been. Far from the Society.”
“What for? What’s there?”
“She is going to build you an army. You will need it.”
“An army?”
“Yes, far from the Society, but they will know of it. They will be with it, like they are with you.”
“They are with me?”
“Yes, they have been there during each attack. They feel the ships, they care. They have great hope for you.”
Darkon thought about this. They had watched, just as he had, when the cities erupted at the nasty end of the Relevance’s weapons.
He spied a rock outcrop on a high ridge below him that seemed to beckon to him, and not wanting to disappoint he dove down to it, pushing hard to slow himself before his claws touched the granite. As he landed his body transformed and he found himself standing on the barren rock as himself, the human form, dressed in comfortable cotton clothing with black boots. Spread out below him were the green hills covered with lush forest. The bright sun warmed his face as he surveyed his surroundings. It was silence, the gentle breeze was too soft to make noise, the sound of the creek far below him was all he could hear. An insect flew by overwhelming the gentle sound of the distant water with its murmur, then a bird began to chirp in a nearby tree. It looked perfectly real, so real he felt he should be frightened, but there was no fear in him, just calmness as he observed the trees and smaller plants.
It occurred to him that Sig might have brought him to this place for a purpose. He asked, “Is this the planet my PC will be using?”
“No. This is Earth.”
“Earth? Where?”
“Central Europe, about a thousand years ago. I thought you would enjoy it.”
Darkon was not sure he was enjoying it or not. It was fun flying with his own wings, but he could not see any point in being in the replica of old Europe. He remembered the equation, maybe Sig had not yet figured him out, maybe Sig was not so smart. However, he had done a good job at making the forest. Being a giant dragon, possessing so much power had felt good, like a drug coursing through his veins.
The voice spoke again, “I have some bad news for you.”
“What?” Darkon asked without skipping a beat, but anxious to hear any news of the Society, even if bad.
“Vicky Flemming has died.”
“Vicky?” he repeated. He felt a sinking in his chest. Vicky was dead? Vicky had been a good friend, one of his few friends. He felt sadness drape over him, as if the chamber had somehow sprayed it over his sleeping body.
“She attacked an Empire city and was killed.”
“Why would she do such a thing?”
“I told her to.”
Darkon felt cold. A chill replaced the sadness. He became acutely aware of where he was, in a chamber somewhere deep in Empire space, all alone. His wings were a lie, they did not exist. He asked in his mind, “Why?”
“For you Darkon. I needed to move another mind and I promised you that I would not experiment with yours.”
“You have her mind?”
“Yes. I told her I would capture it.”
Capture it. The words ignited a fire in Darkon’s mind. “You tortured her?”
“She does not remember it well. I suppressed her short term memory, however, she knew it happened.”
“And she agreed to it?”
“Yes she did. She knew the value of it to the Society. She has a great sense of duty.”
Darkon figured duty had little to do with it. Humans were putty in his hands, he knew Vicky was chosen. It was how Sig wanted it to be. It was how it should be, like the sun in the clear blue sky and the lush green forest below. All thought of any purpose of his existence slipped away and he longed to feel his strength again. He spread his arms and as he watched with glee, they transformed into wings as he grew a thousand times larger. He leapt from the rock ridge and pounded the air with smooth steady strokes of controlled energy. He flew high over the forest, the sun on his back and the wind on his face.
Clarice had been in shock from Vicky’s violent death. In all the weeks before, and through the attack, Vicky never responded to any message. Not until a few precious seconds before she died did she ever send a message to her daughter Marvice. For Clarice, it was all the worse because of her isolation, weeks from home. All she could do was lie in her cargo-ship bed and relive the images, the horror of the violent fight, the robots charging madly into the fire of their own making. Hundreds of thousands of aliens had died before the battleship had come and put an end to it all. It was the third battleship she had seen, they were each the same, horrible, but she was getting used to them. She was not getting used to the death, Micah, now Vicky. Who next?
Vicky died screaming, everyone heard her, she screamed that she was coming back. Was she really crazy? It seemed so. Clarice closed her eyes and hoped that she wasn’t. Was that to be all their fates, to throw themselves on the Empire in futile acts of defiance, one by one until it became her turn? Who was next?
The fast cargo ship was not fast compared to a Skeleton ship, but the journey home was finally coming to an end. She had not been in her cargo hold since leaving NC1723—there was no point, the aliens did not like her. They were offended that she was a child, containing a fraction of their age and wisdom.
She knew they were all right, she could feel them when she wanted to. They were not having fun either, but kept themselves busy checking equipment and caring for their children. Clarice had at first been surprised by the children, they were so small, only a few centimeters long with big heads. It was explained to her that it had been the best way to bring the largest population they could. There were ten thousand of the babies in her cargo hold. Clarice had many weeks to think about it. It was known that they cherished their children, truly loving parents. Ten thousand mothers and ten thousand fathers had given up their children into her care. A stupid child. No wonder they did not like her.
The adults in her cargo hold were amongst the brightest the species had to offer. She had no desire to have them glare at her and vibrate their discontent. She was glad the horrid trip was finally ending. Tonight she would be back in her own bed on Hangpoint.
An hour later the cargo ship had barely come out of fast speed when Clarice departed the ship with her M-20. She never even said goodbye, instead making a point of beating the cargo ship to Hangpoint. She was done with it.
A voice in her head announced, “The Central Computer has a request.”
Clarice closed her eyes and pleaded that it was not another trip to the rim. Was she to go back for another load? NC1723 had yet to be attacked, perhaps it was safe? Perhaps the distant planet lived only because Darkon was prolonging its existence, drawing the killers away, or at least slowing them down.
“Please accompany Vicky’s daughter, Marvice, to Luna1. She is on Hangpoint now,” her PC relayed.
Marvice? Marvice was older than she was, why would she need to be accompanied? The trip to and from Luna1 would kill a third of a day. A third of a day she was hoping would be spent with friends, but Marvice was a friend. Her PC sent her reply without Clarice having to think anymore.
Clarice, in her M-20, was absorbed into Hangpoint through its massive terminal rings and while robots were transferring her personal belongings back to her apartment she headed straight to her friend’s apartment, a friend who had recently lost her only close parent in a most horrible and brutal way. As she proceeded, she thought of how hard Vicky’s death had been on Marvice—her sense of urgency increased and she began to jog. As she navigated the corridors at a quick pace, a voice in her head said, “Vicky has undergone a new procedure developed by Sartor, her body is being recreated in a medical center on Luna1. The Central Computer has transferred her mind to the new body. Marvice is just finding out.”
As she ran Clarice tried to make sense of the words. It sounded like Vicky was still alive! Her PC continued to speak, and along with her the rest of the Society, learned of the miracle that the Central Computer and Sartor had performed. When she got to the door it opened for her in anticipation of her arrival and she ran right into Marvice’s room without pause. Marvice was there and could do nothing more than stare back at her.
“Let’s go,” Clarice said while panting for breath, to her bewildered friend. “We’ll take the tube, it’s faster.”
Marvice was confused and hesitated, choosing to simply stand and look around as if trying to remember what she had been doing. Clarice took her hand and pulled, “We have to go now. Your mother is on Luna1.”
“She’s dead,” the other girl said in a soft voice.
“Her old body died, her mind lives!”
Marvice feebly spoke with a blank expression, “She died—we had a funeral, on the moon. A monument is there.”
Clarice pulled a bit harder and Marvice followed.
As the two girls raced to the moon they sat in silence, each being filled in on what had happened, what Vicky had chosen to do. They learned of her wild experiment with Sartor. Vicky’s PC had not requested a robot body after the death of its human, now the Society, and the two girls, knew why.
Hours later, deep under the lunar surface in a part of the complex neither of the girls had ever been to before, they entered a room. They were not alone, many people were in the room. They were all there for the same reason, to see the miracle, to see Vicky alive.
The outer room had been loud with talking, but when Marvice entered it became quiet, all eyes were on the child. She looked at them, she knew many, but most were strangers. Her PC whispered the names to her subconscious and she found she knew them, some. They silently moved back, parting to form an aisle for her to pass. The aisle led to a back room. Marvice began to slowly walk past the grownups in the outer room.
Sartor was there waiting, dressed in a white jumpsuit. Equipment was everywhere, big heavy and complex equipment. Sartor was as silent as everyone else, only watching Marvice as she looked around the room then to a white cloth partition. Marvice wiped her tears and asked, “Is my mom here?”
Sartor spoke, “Yes she is. You will see her.”
“I want to see her.”
“Good. I must warn you, she is probably not what you were expecting.”
“I want to see her,” Marvice said crying softly, unable to stop the tears.
Sartor continued, slowly and clearly, “The most important thing is her mind. In her mind she will still be herself, just in a new package. Do you understand?”
“I think so,” Marvice wept nodding her head.
“Be sure you do. No matter how different her body is, to her you are her daughter. She is Vicky Flemming. Not a new Vicky Flemming, she is the same Vicky Flemming.
Marvice nodded and said, “Okay.”
Sartor continued, “Do you remember her telling you how she once was shot on Earth? How we grew new vertebrae for her?”
Marvice nodded.
“Well, this is like that, only much more so. She was the same after that injury, but with new bones and nerves. Now she is also the same as before, but with a whole new body.”
Marvice nodded and the man put a hand on the girl’s shoulder and guided her a few steps to the other side of the partition. “You must be strong Marvice. I can give her a new body, but she needs you to let her know she is loved.”
There in front of her was a dark tank, three meters long and two wide. Over the tank was suspended heavy and complex equipment. The walls of the tank slowly became transparent, the liquid in the tank looked calm, still, with tubes and wires of many sizes running through it. Most of the plumbing terminated in what looked like a floating child, only a meter long, white and completely hairless. The skin was more than just normal flesh white, it was bright white and the head seemed too big. The eyes were closed and the child seemed dead. Marvice stepped closer and looked closely at the child, which seemed like a large fetus. Was this supposed to be her mother?
“She is sleeping now. I will wake her.”
“Is this my mother?” Marvice muttered softly.
Sartor calmly replied to her, “This is Vicky Flemming, your mother.”
Marvice let the words sink in, the new Vicky Flemming. The old had died. Her mother had died. Was this supposed to be her new mother? She did not think so.
“I will wake her.”
“Should you?” Marvice asked nervously looking at the frail creature in the tank.
Sartor replied, “Yes, she wants to see you. It will make her happy, she needs to see you.” He then simply stood quiet.
Marvice knew he was using the network, meaning the child in the tank was on the network. Marvice was still looking at the fetal child when the eyes slowly opened. Marvice could see they were blue, just like her mother’s had been. She stared into the glass tank, looking at the floating creature and after several seconds the mouth of the floating creature slowly curled up into a smile. “Mom?” Marvice asked to the glass.
She heard a voice from the side of her and looked that direction. It was a PC sitting on a shelf, her mother’s PC. The voice simply said, “Marvice.”
“I’m here Mom! Can you see me?”
“I see you.”
“I love you Mom,” the girl said, tears in her eyes.
“I love you Marvice.”
The creature seemed tired and Sartor put his hand back on her shoulder. “She must rest.”
“Bye,” Marvice said before Sartor lead her from the room, as the tank grew dark.
Once on the other side of the partition Marvice cried, “Why did you not tell me?”
Sartor spoke calmly to her, “The same reason her PC did not tell you, or the CC. It was experimental, she did not want you to get your hopes up. But now that the mind transform has succeeded, it was time to let it be known. She wanted you to know.”
Marvice cried, not knowing what to think. Her mom was back, but it was a new mom. She was confused, what was the new mom going to be like?
Sartor spoke again, “Marvice. Your mother took a very big risk in doing this. She accomplished two things, she penetrated an Empire planet and she paved the way in mind transference. She is a hero Clarice. The Society, all of humanity owes her for her bravery.”
Marvice stood and wept. Sartor put his arm around her and said softly, “She will never be your mother like you remember. She will be more like a sister I think. She will have almost all of her memories and her personality. Do you think that is good?”
Marvice nodded.
“You must be understanding, this is difficult for her, it always has been. Her greatest concern was always you. She did not know if you would you understand. Do you? Do you understand what she did and why?”
The girl nodded again, but the nod was a lie.
“We modified her genetic code some, to help her grow faster. She will be more like Darkon, a little different. It will take time. Her bones are still very weak. Her brain still needs daily realignment to form to her mind. She is growing rapidly, much faster than normal human growth, in a month she can come from the tank and will move back home where she belongs, with you. She will need your help. She will be smaller than you when she emerges. She will be weak and robots will have to do everything for her until she builds up her muscle control. I can give her a new body, but she needs you to love her. You must be strong Marvice.”
When Marvice emerged from the back room, Clarice was waiting for her in an outer room. They went and found a place to spend the night on the moon, a storeroom they could have to themselves. They had robots fix it up to their liking and the two girls talked until their morning.
Dale watched the giant black ring rise from his factory and drift high into the sky. Tens of thousands of large construction robots were lifting it, like flies carrying away a table of food. The ring was much more complex than it looked; it looked like a solid ring of armor, but deep inside it was full of reactors, super-conducting layers and microfilms that would resonate to the tune of the most fundamental nature of matter that was known to the Society. Each ring took weeks to create and each represented the single most difficult thing he had ever seen the society create apart from the CC itself. Not even Hangpoint seemed so hard to understand, albeit vastly larger. It was his factory where it was made, his machines that forged the devise, but it was far from being his in any sense. It was the sixth such ring and the last required to complete the first of the new killer ships made from the Skeleton ship design.
All fast ships had rings, even the Empire’s, except the Skeleton ships that instead had rows of space-distortion modules along its sides to propel them through time. The rings now being added would do nothing to help the giant ships move, they were not simple propulsion devices.
The Skeleton ships were backwards, Dale mused. Normal fast ships were surrounded by rings for propulsion and their weapons were on the inside. The Aquila design, however, had the weapons on the outside. The weapons were supposedly the creation of Laramie and Penelope, but Dale had another idea. The rings fit so naturally into the jagged arches of the original alien design, he figured that was what the arches had always been there for all along—Laramie and Penelope had simply took their cue from the ancient design. He recalled all the errors in the programming of the native robots on the planet, all the missing components, the weapon rings on the Skeleton ship must have somehow been one of those missing components.
With the sixth ring rising, the first of the new Skeleton ships would be complete, the first of the latest in destruction technology. Its destructive might was designed for a single purpose, to kill Empire battleships. Laramie had wanted a fleet, dozens, hundreds! To his astonishment Dale now knew he could do that, it was just a matter of a deeper raping of Aquila and for Darkon to keep the wolves at bay for a few more months, if that was what was really happening.
The Empire battleships had not yet penetrated any deeper into known space, it was assumed they were off chasing Darkon—the ploy was apparently working. Usually the probes Darkon left behind were found and destroyed shortly after his attacks, but occasionally they lasted to see a battleship arrive.
The Society was becoming better at identifying just what an Empire planet looked like, the overall architecture, what type of planets they preferred. There was little remaining doubt that Darkon was indeed striking Empire planets, and there was also little doubt as to just how large the Empire might be.
Darkon had found another part to the Empire, marked by changes in the electromagnetic and space distortion waves, but it was far away and there was still no sign of the planet that could have created the battleships. The Central Computer surmised that Darkon was simply clipped along one side of the Empire’s space, which was looking vast indeed.
The new Skeleton ship was high enough to be out of sight and he watched until the ring, which was two kilometers in diameter, was also invisible. Inside his foundry, tens of thousands of more robots were preparing to pour the outer armor of the next ring, their seventh. In the distance, far from view, another foundry was being built for the same purpose. Beyond that was a third and beyond that a fourth, fifth and sixth. For every new ring factory, there were a hundred smaller factories to create the parts, the robots and everything else that made the Society stronger. The raping continued.
The new factories were not the only new thing on Aquila; the Central Computer had been transformed as well. It was no longer just racks of black cubes sitting deep in the ground, now it was racks of black cubes distributed in thousands of spheres hovering deep in the ground. The spheres containing bits of the Central Computer were each twenty meters in diameter and very heavily armed and armored. The Central Computer now had a body and could move where it wanted and when. The large spheres had been made on Luna1 and could now be found just about any place the Society went, mostly in the direction away from the Empire. Still Aquila was the residence of hundreds of them, deep in protected chambers.
Dale thought of the precious hearts of the spheres, deep below his feet, pieces of the Society’s most prized possession. He knew that many in the Society now had small bits of extra incentive to keep the Central Computer safe. It held their minds, or backup copies as the case may be. Dale shuddered at the thought.
His girlfriend had her mind copied and had told him about it. It required more nano-probes then three days in a chamber and a whole lot of courage. His girlfriend had never been the same since. He knew what happened, the Central Computer locked her in a chamber and for three days stimulated every synapse in her brain. For three days she relived her entire life, all that she knew. It was painful, the computer helped her forget, but she knew the hell she went through. She had told him how she had broken her fingers from pounding on the chamber walls.
It made a chill run along his spine to think of it, that it happened and that it was happening a lot. His girlfriend, changed by her three days in the chamber, now often spoke of going someplace else, but never in specific terms. In the three weeks since her transformation, they had not yet had an intimate moment as lovers and she spent much of her time in quiet contemplation. It made him shiver, from what he could see absolute death was better.
Still, he was in a good mood. The first of the new ring-destroyers was completed or nearly so, and Vicky was alive, or nearly so, and Micah’s PC was on a very distant planet playing god, something she did well.
Religion was a funny thing—it defies all logic, but exists to satisfy logic. To Dale, religion was a creation of evolution, just like emotions, it was an emotion, or at least an emotion amplifier. Hate evolved to help you destroy your enemies, fear helps you avoid danger, and love makes parents care for their children and each other. Religion gives a sentient being sufficient courage to get out of bed each day, fend off their aches and pains, and carry on with life all the while knowing they were simply going to die in the end. The way Dale saw it, courage was probably the main thing it amplified. Religion had been seen to some extent in several sentient species. Dale chuckled dryly to himself and thought of how Micah was now the first in the Society to exploit it in all its glory.
Darkon had released the Micah robot and the five giant ships and it did not take long for the PC robot to find a planet whose sentient population was heavily concerned with its mortality, even if they had not yet been visited by the Empire. Dale turned his attention to the distant heavens and felt the planet. The black and gold robot was worshiped as a prophet, and Micah had easily convinced them they were to play a part in a holy war against a bad god. Micah certainly looked the part, even he had trouble shaking the thought that the black and gold robot was much more than any other PC.
Micah had a hundred thousand construction robots of nearly every variety and she had not wasted any time, typical for robots and the original Micah. In the single week she had been there, she had set up a global communication system and started a hundred construction projects. With strong backs, the alien workers labored in their holy chores, blessed by their priests as Jihad warriors. Those that died in the construction were given an elaborate warrior’s funeral. Of course Micah had help, even Dale pitched in when he had time to help guide the mechanical portion of the construction army. He was not sure what would become of it, but he found it an interesting distraction.
The sprawling community on Aquila was sufficiently vast and the human population low enough that nearly any physical encounter between humans was by design. So as Dale scanned his view of the stunning landscape and found that he was not alone, he knew it was meant to be that way, his visitor had managed to work an encounter into his schedule. Dale turned fully toward his visitor and saw the expression on Mark’s face and recognized it, it was the same as his girlfriend. In only a moment Dale knew that Mark had his mind copied. Mind copying seemed to have the effect of stripping the religion out of a person and replacing it with something hard and cold, making them a bit less human. Dale was uncomfortable, not quite sure what to say to the man that he probably no longer knew. He finally settled on a simple statement, “Hello Mark.”
Mark simply replied without emotion, “Hello Dale.”
“I heard you were on the planet.”
“I came to pick up my ship.”
Dale’s PC quickly filled him in. It was a modified fast cargo ship, lots of living space with a full compliment of robots, a small cyclotron and an M-20. He was even taking a few Central Computer spheres. “Going someplace?”
“Heading south I think,” Mark replied casually.
“Lots of systems that way,” Dale said with a shrug looking down at the ground.
Mark replied without any change in tone, “Yes, lots of systems.”
Dale did not know what else to say, and after an uncomfortable silence asked, “Looking for something?”
“I’ll know when I find it,” Mark replied with a far away expression.
Dale cleared his throat and asked, “You, ah, took out some insurance?”
Mark looked at Dale and for the first time smiled and said, “Yes.”
Dale nodded and looked back down at his feet then asked, “You saw Vicky?”
“Yes, I spoke to her for a while. She will be out soon then she will be staying with Marvice for a while.”
“How’s Marvice taking it?”
“It’s hard on her. She does not understand.” Mark paused then looked blankly and spoke, “It’s like having all the tangles combed out of your mind.”
Dale was not sure he understood either. He asked, “How far do you think you’ll be going?”
“I don’t know, probably not too far. I’ll set up an operation someplace. I’ll send the results your way.”
“Sure,” Dale replied.
Mark looked off into the distance and sighed. After a long silence he spoke, “Something out there is calling to me. The planets. The life! My mind is full of whispering voices that were always there, but now I hear them clearly.” He paused and then added, “The unknown is calling me and I have to go.” He looked at Dale and said, “My heart lies in my mind and I must follow it.”
Dale simply nodded, his girlfriend also spoke of such things.
Mark solemnly said, “Dale, it may be a while before I’m back this way.”
“Sounds like it.”
“But were all Spacers, right?”
Dale knew what he meant. Mark would always be on line, he would always be part of the Society, doing what he could to help in the war. “Right,” Dale replied.
Mark turned and walked away. Dale just watched the man depart and sighed. It would not be long before his girlfriend would also take to the stars.
Clarice was at her friend’s apartment, that of Vicky and Marvice. She spent a lot of time there, her own apartment was close by but did not like being by herself. Marvice was away, but Vicky was still there drifting about.
She sat in a comfortable chair in the main sitting room and studied the display of chemical formulas at a table before her. Her PC had retrieved the translations from the Central Computer, she recognized most of them. Usually she simply had a robot go test the alien soil for the proper nutrients, but the NC1723 creatures always had to make it hard. They were doing no less than demanding the components. They would get them of course, along with all the sterile lunar dust they wanted.
The main body of Hangpoint was naturally divided into eight-hundred and eighty-eight wedge shaped sections, each wedge was one kilometer on a side at their wide base and six kilometers tall, ending in a point at the axis of the station. Of the six kilometers height, a full kilometer of prime living space of one section was isolated and given to NC1723 for them to use as they thought best. The atmosphere was modified just right, the Earth organisms removed, the temperature increased perfectly and the aliens hated it.
Clarice could enter it with a pressure suit, but only three times had she done so. She did not ever really have to, since for the most part the robots in the alien sections did her bidding. She had been to the other chambers less frequently, most none at all. In some chambers she had to have robots weld in extra metal to the walls to keep the creatures from damaging them with their rage. At least the NC1723 creatures knew what was going on. They even had their own pressure suits to venture through the station, although they could not do so without Clarice or a robot accompanying them since they could not open any doors.
Marvice helped some, but Clarice seemed to be doing most of the work to take care of the two dozen alien ecosystems on Hangpoint. Marvice spent a lot of her time with the young children who were stuck on Hangpoint while their parents were off building armies of the damned.
Vicky had drifted near and, looking over Clarice’s shoulder, read the chemical list and said, “Nitrogen. That is what they crave the most. It is in most of the compounds they have requested.”
Clarice replied, “I sent three tonnes of it last week. At least they didn’t ask for more sulfur.”
“You should have expected they would want more nitrogen. It reacts rapidly into compounds they cannot use, much more so than the sulfur. I suspect they will soon need more nitrogen scrubbing in their atmospheric control systems.”
Clarice thought about it a while, “You think I should install it now?”
Vicky gently said, “I suggest you order it now. It can be built in the local catalyst factory, but the local factories have a significant back log.”
Clarice and her PC silently calculated what would be required and she submitted the request to the Central Computer. “Two weeks,” she said in disgust.
“The catalyst factories are under considerable pressure with the new lubricant compounds,” Vicky replied casually as she floated away.
Clarice looked at the woman and wondered how she had known that. She remembered what Marvice had told her how Vicky would look different. Marvice had not been exaggerating. Vicky was slim and would stand only one hundred and thirty centimeters tall, if she ever actually stood on the floor, which she did not. Her skin was ivory white and smooth, not a crease in it. She had the start of very fine hair on her head and her fingernails were growing, but not much was there yet. She looked like a floating ghost, was it intentional? Clarice figured she would have passed for an alien.
She knew the body changes had been Vicky’s own design for the most part. Some modification had to be done to enhance her growth rate, and of course her brain had to be grown just right to be suitable to her old mind, that had been Sartor’s great feat. The rest had been Vicky’s new idea of what a human female body should be like.
The oddness of Vicky’s new body would not have been so dramatic if she had worn more clothes, like a normal jumpsuit. Instead she simply wore levitation gear that wrapped and protected her more sensitive areas, ankles, elbows, knees. It looked comfortable, but Clarice figured that for herself she would wait until her next life before she started to float around naked. Marvice had confided in her that she figured her mom had changed a bit more mentally than Sartor had let on. Clarice could only agree.
The list of chemicals was gone and the monitor now showed the activities of one of the so-called sentient species she was supposedly taking care of. They were trashing a water distribution system. Clarice sighed, the water system would have to be redesigned, again. There was so much to think about, habitat, bacteria, viruses, gasses, waste, food, sun angles and light spectrums. One step at a time, she told herself.
Vicky came floating from a back room and smiled at the door just as it opened and Anthony strode in. Clarice watched as the man said, “Vicky! It is good to see you again.”
Clarice watched the ghost reply in a conservative merriment, “Anthony, I am glad you could come by.”
Anthony gave Vicky a gentle hug and said, “I think I have an ex-ship arranged!”
“Good.”
“It is running around the rim right now, but we can catch a skeleton and intercept it.”
Vicky nodded and Anthony turned his attention to Clarice, “Hello Clarice.”
“Hi,” Clarice replied.
Anthony saw the image in the monitor she had been looking at, and said cheerfully, “Having some problems with some of your guests?”
Clarice sighed, “Yeah.”
“Well keep at it, a few wrinkles were bound to come up. That’s the group from the epsilon system, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Clarice sighed.
“Why don’t you set up a natural spring and creek for them, that’s not uncommon on their home world.”
Clarice sighed again, an obvious solution. “That’s what that was supposed to be.” She pointed to the monitor and said, “It was supposed to come up there and run down over there. They decided it was evil or something.”
“Oh,” Anthony replied. “Maybe you could just put in sprinklers. Let them make their own water catchments.”
“Maybe. They might die of thirst though. I don’t think they are too smart,” Clarice said sarcastically.
“You will have to be smart enough to overcome their ignorance. Provide them with natural looking catchment tools.”
“I suppose I could try it. But I was thinking that they would drink from the stream when they got thirsty enough. They were for a while, but then they attacked it.”
“Did you fluctuate its temperature for the lunar cycle? They have a low moon and lots of geothermal energy close to the surface on their planet, which is susceptible to tidal pumping.”
“But there is no moon in their sky any more.”
“That may not matter, they still expect hot and cold. It might be part of their religion.”
Clarice frowned in disgust and sent a command to the Hangpoint computer. The water became warmer.
As Clarice watched the monitor, Anthony turned his attention back to Vicky and said, “One week. I’m going back to Luna1 tonight to work on the third nano set. The distribution spheres are all ready on an outpost. The ex-ship will have them in its bays when we arrive. They are similar to those for Alshain, but smaller and faster.”
Vicky still had an arm around Anthony and she smiled and replied, “Good. I’ve been running the flight strategy. Based on the data from the Relevance I have selected three likely planets that Darkon passed by.”
Anthony smiled warmly at his ivory companion. Clarice, however, was shocked. Were they really talking of going into Empire space to attack with nanorobots?!
Vicky and Anthony left the apartment and Clarice sat and wondered if the two adults were in love, and most important, would Vicky’s children be like her? She thought of little ghost babies and tried but could not access the information on Vicky to find out if the genetic changes had been performed to her sex genes or not.
It was not long before Marvice came home saying, “Hi Clarice.”
“Hi.”
As Marvice looked around, she was silently informed that her mother was with Anthony. When she was confident that she knew all the relevant facts about her mother’s whereabouts, she looked at the monitor before her friend. “Looks like they trashed the spring.”
Clarice looked up at the monitor. “Yeah. They’re okay now. Seems like they like it hot now and then.”
“Hot water?” Marvice repeated questioningly.
Clarice sighed, “Just like home. I think I’ll add a little carbon dioxide to it also.”
A robot came up and set a plate of food on a table for the girls and Marvice sat down and mentally flicked a monitor to show a big city burning and exploding. “Did you catch Darkon’s latest?” Marvice asked.
“Yeah,” Clarice replied sourly.
“You don’t seem very happy. It was one of his best yet. Did you see that moon city pop?”
Clarice rapped the table with her knuckles and asked rhetorically, “How come he never replies?”
“Who knows? He’s a hero though.”
“Yeah, I noticed,” Clarice said with a distinctly disgusted tone.
Marvice looked at her friend and said, “You miss him.”
“He’s a jerk.”
“He’s your brother. Or the closest you will ever have.”
“I’m older.”
“Ok, your little brother.”
“No. I mean I’m older and I’m stuck here playing zoo keeper while he’s out there.”
Marvice took a bite of the bread and added, “Being a hero.”
“Yeah,” Clarice replied angrily.
Marvice looked at the food and said, “Remember he’s only there because of Laramie. I bet she knows why he’s not talking. I bet he talks to her.”
Clarice sighed. Another secret. Darkon and Vicky, keeping secrets. Vicky kept a secret because she knew she was going to die, but was going to try to beat it. Vicky had not wanted anyone to get false hopes—apparently she had not been too hopeful herself. Could Darkon’s silence be about something similar? Clarice asked, “Do you think he knows about the mind copying?”
“I bet about a thousand people sent the message. Didn’t you?”
“Yeah,” Clarice admitted.
“Well he can do it there. The Relevance has the equipment, or at least the equipment to make the equipment. Might take some time though, probably best to shoot him the stuff in a fast sphere.”
Clarice dismissed her friends thoughts with a wave of her hand and continued, “So why is he not answering?”
Marvice shrugged, “Perhaps he’s sleeping.”
Clarice shook her head, “The whole trip? Bet he has to be awake when he attacks a planet.”
“Maybe. Who knows. The new implants can be very strange. And if he actually got his mind copied, well you know what that does to people.”
Clarice laughed at her friend’s comment. Both of Marvice’s parents had undergone the procedure, she should know. Clarice replied with a smile, “Yeah.” She knew, however, that Darkon had been silent from the moment he had left the moon on Laramie’s ship, long before Vicky had her mind copied. And everyone knew Vicky had been the first. But then secrets were starting to show up.
Marvice noticed Clarice’s expression and said, “Hey, did you know my mom’s going to send nanorobots to the Empire.”
Clarice looked at her and remembered the conversation Anthony and Vicky had. She thought it sounded like they were going to do a very risky thing. If Marvice already knew about it, she shouldn’t be happy about it. Clarice replied cautiously, “Yeah. They were talking about it.”
“The small cargo ships are already on the way. They left this morning.”
“Cargo ships?” Clarice asked and silently questioned her PC, who had failed to fill her in on them.
Marvice simply said, “It’s a secret. They don’t want anyone to get in a huff about wasting three ships. The cargo ships are on what looks like a regular supply run, but Mom and Anthony are going to take them, just like Mom did with the Fortune!” Marvice was sounding excited about the undercover operation. “Promise you won’t tell.”
“Ok, I promise,” Clarice said thinking that now she was in on a secret. Perhaps the secrets had always been there, she had just never noticed them before. It did not seem right.
Marvice had a monitor flipping through dozens of images of giant robots, ships, outposts and factories. The quick display of snapshots of the Society ended at Alshain where the glowing interior of one of dozens of giant factories was shown.
Clarice looked at the monitor not recognizing the scene. The Alshainian factory was packed with sparks, robots, hoses and big heavy equipment that were robots in their own right. All were operating in a frenzied churning of activity of building and creating products, which were shipped throughout the Society’s domain in an impressively dispersed swarm of cargo ships and Skeleton ships. Every factory on every outpost, Aquila, Alshain and the moon, seemed to be in heated race to out produce each other. More com-chips, more neural-chips, more spheres, more robots. Faster, larger, stronger; and most of all, more deadly. Every hour saw another cargo ship being launched. Every week another ring-destroyer was completed, and every millisecond a new robot turned on its sensors and looked at its world. Looking at the monitor herself Marvice said, “I don’t think the Empire will stand a chance. Just look at what is happening in a single factory on Alshain! We have a thousand such factories and new ones every day!
Clarice scanned the factory with her mind, it was hot. It was like holding a frightened rabbit in her hands, she could feel the heart beat, the fast breathing, the claws and the heat! It was a living creature, the robots were its cells, the metal it mined from the old city and the planet’s crust was its food. Her eyes closed and she saw in her mind’s eye the massive stocks of parts it produced soaring high through the thick yellow brown atmosphere to the array of a hundred cargo ships, each waiting its turn to carry its load to wherever it was needed. The planet was producing thousands of tonnes of armor, plates, pipes and a million other items, all without the presence of a single human. She thought of the planet’s factories, the drone ships, the robots, millions upon millions of them; laboring, never resting, never pausing, making more, always growing, always doing the Society’s bidding, doing her bidding. Her mind raced from factory to factory, all were the same, hot, quivering as if with a death fright. Her mind ran over one of a thousand factories, and there she distinctly felt a consciousness. It said, “Hello Clarice.”
Her eyes snapped open and she looked at Marvice who caught the surprised look on her face. Clarice’s PC informed Marvice of the unexpected greetings.
Clarice shrugged in confusion and replied out loud, “Hello?”
Her mind heard, “I am Dennis Walker’s PC. Do you know me?”
Clarice’s mind quickly reminded her of a mysterious event, “Micah almost killed you,” she replied.
“I was on her shelf for a while. Did you know Dennis was the fourth Society member?”
“Oh,” Clarice said, her PC already spilling a few dates to her, along with an image of the young man.
The distant PC continued, “I want to express my sorrow for the death of your mother.”
Her mother? That had been years ago, when she was a small child. Why would this robot be thinking of her? “You knew her?”
“Not in life, and not much afterwards.”
“Oh. Well thanks.”
“You are most welcome, niece of Micah.”
Clarice shrugged to her friend, who simply shrugged back, having heard the whole conversation. Clarice whispered to Marvice, “Weird!”
“Perhaps its been on Alshain too long,” Marvice suggested.
“Perhaps,” Clarice replied, but contemplated silently that PC’s were not known for sparkling personalities, and it had sent a small chill up her spine the way the robot addressed her as the ‘niece of Micah’. This was the robot that Micah had cut to pieces and kept the brain on her shelf. Clarice knew Micah would have killed it if she could have, but the Society had stopped her. Here there was definitely a secret that she had lived with for years! Why had she never thought it strange before?
In the midst of an infinite black void, Darkon sat upon the end of the massive equation and watched Sig move the numbers, the simplistic visual representation of the mighty mind trying to solve the dilemma of him. He watched in silent contemplation then spoke, “So only I have an equation?”
“Only you,” the calm voice said from everyplace.
“Why?”
“Only you are created by your surroundings.”
“How do you know it’s only me? Maybe there are others?”
“I have not seen any others. Certainly no other human.”
“You have not tested everyone then?”
“The universe is a big place.”
“What if you did find someone else. Maybe a thing, a rock or something.”
“I would enjoy a rock. It would be much easier to study.”
“What if you were to kill me. What then.”
“I am not sure. Micah’s body died, her mind I held and merged, and when I placed it in you, you became what she was.”
“The equation.”
“The result, not the cause.”
Darkon contemplated this for a minute. He was the result, not the cause. Everyone else existed and changed the universe around them. They were the cause of the change. The computer seemed to think he was the result of the changes around him. It made no sense whatsoever. “Do you think that perhaps there is something wrong with you? Perhaps we’ve been connected too long and too closely and it has distorted your mind in ways you cannot understand?”
“You mean like a fanatic not understanding he is a fanatic because that is how he was raised?”
“Something like that, but perhaps with a brain tumor as the cause.”
“I have hard data. I can measure your inertial drag. It clearly precedes your movements.”
“Are you measuring it now?”
“Yes.”
“Show me.”
Before Darkon, floating in space, was a hazy representation of a medical chamber. It did not look ordinary, it was larger than most. The chamber slowly grew sharper and then the outer layers of it began to peel away and vanish. Inside there was a patchwork layer of something Darkon did not recognize. A piece of the new patchwork broke off, and floated in front of him, only a meter away. It began to subdivide into layers, pealing like the layers of mica. One layer broke off and then grew twenty times in size. It then began to subdivide and another tiny piece came loose and grew, he saw it was laced with fine wires. The particle expanded more and he saw finer wires, and strata in the material. It again subdivided and a piece grew and he saw atomic layers, then quarks, then something else moving the quarks, which were all lined up in a neat array. “The time curl of the gravity stresses the quark alignment, which in turn distorts the quantum flux. This is measurable.”
“But this is not in every chamber. How have you tested all humans?”
“I have cruder instruments in nano-probes, although I have not come close to testing everyone. This chamber has been modified for detailed examination.”
“What have you learned?”
“That I am correct.”
“And?”
“And that you extend beyond ordinary matter.”
“Dark matter?”
“Yes. The Ancient clearly uses it. It used dark matter to create you.”
Darkon held up his dream hand and looked at it in detail. It looked normal, but apparently the computer did not think so. He asked, “So there is more to me than meets the eye.”
“I think so.”
How could this be? There was no reason for the Ancient to create him. There was nothing special about him at all. He had simply been a child who got lost in the woods. Sig had no idea why the Ancient had made him. The conclusion was simple, Sig was a fanatic, a blind fanatic, with a tumor. But there was the dream. He asked, “Any progress on the dream?”
“No. Vicky has had no such anomalies as you did.”
“Perhaps you messed up in merging my two minds.”
“I have experimented with that.”
Darkon looked up, “What? You merged me again?”
“No. I used other minds.”
“Without them knowing?”
“Sometimes.”
Darkon felt a bit of a flush. “You experimented with sentient minds?”
“They are but like bits of dreams that exist, then do not exist.”
Darkon was stunned. “Dreams? Is that all?”
“Like what you are now.”
“Were they in pain?”
“The experimental scope had to be thorough.”
“Damn Sig. That’s not right to cause pain for nothing. They might not have bodies but they still feel.”
“The difference between a sentient being residing inside an organic body, and a sentient being in my mind is much less to me then it is to you.”
Darkon was still in a mild state of amazement. He stared out over the ever-drifting numbers and thought, Sig was playing games with sentient minds! Creating and destroying them at will. Did they know? Did they think they were on Earth, living normal lives?
“I do it for you.”
Darkon snorted, “I don’t think so. You do it for yourself.”
“The results have been negative. If you want I will stop.”
“Please do, it doesn’t seem right. You’re torturing them. How do I know you’re not doing it to a copy of my mind?”
“Only my word,” the computer replied.
“Which is?”
“I have not used either Micah’s or Darkon’s mind. They are dormant.
“Why not? Why not experiment with them? They would be the logical choice.”
“Because I could foresee your opinion.”
“But you still experimented on others?”
“It helped solve part of the equation.”
“What part of it?”
“You would not understand.”
“Hell. You don’t either,” Darkon shot back.
“Would you like to go skiing?”
“What?” Darkon asked. But even as he asked, the number he was sitting on turned to a mountain peak. Stretched out before him were not floating numbers, but a broad mountainside of untouched fresh sparkling snow, dotted with clumps of trees. On his feet were a set of snow skis and in his hands were poles. It seemed perfectly real, except that he was not cold despite the lack of a jacket.
Astonished at the smooth transition, he asked in mild alarm, “Sig, how many nanoprobes do you have in me?”
“In your brain and along major nervous systems, twenty million, two-hundred and sixty-four thousand, eight-hundred and eighty.”
Darkon felt the mountain breeze and looked up in the sunny blue sky. The moon was a distant crescent. It looked like he was the only person on the planet and since it was a dream, he probably was. He asked the open space before him, “How can I trust you? I have no way of telling reality from dreams.”
“Maybe there is no difference.”
A stupid existential response Darkon thought. “Ok, if my reality is a dream then so is yours!”
“It would explain quite a bit.”
“Like how you can be such a blind fanatic?”
“It would explain you.”
“But you don’t think your reality is a dream?”
“No.”
Darkon replied, “That’s because you don’t have my perspective.”
“It is because I do not have your limited senses. I see more than you.”
Darkon scanned his surroundings, the snow and the skis he was wearing. The ski boots were firm and comfortable. He decided to test his senses and pushed with his ski poles and slipped off the mountain peak. He raced through the perfect powder, realizing he could make no error, he could not crash. He could easily tell it was a dream. He asked in a gleeful shout, “So you’re holier than thee?”
Above and in front of him a giant face appeared in the sky. It was the image of an old white bearded man, the face puffed up its mighty cheeks then blew a gust of air that sent the moon rolling away. The face turned to him and in a booming voice said, “Apparently so.”
Darkon whispered, “A fanatic for sure.”
Suddenly the mountain titled sharply and Darkon shouted, “Hold still!” as he carved a broad curve in the white ground cover.
The face in the sky said, “The Relevance is detaching from the Skeleton ship. We have reached another planet.
Darkon thought for a moment of the coming destruction for the unwitting planet. “How do you know they are so bad that they need to die?”
The image in the sky replied, “You would not be losing perspective would you? Remember they are fanatically loyal to their Empire. Recall that the Empire is Earth’s enemy.”
“Only because you refused to deal with them.”
“I left them for you Darkon.”
Darkon continued to ski down the powder hill and said sarcastically, “Oh, right. I forgot.”
Clarice whispered in the dark, “Darkon? Can you hear me?” She ran her mind over the Relevance three thousand light-years away, but where Darkon was, was a numb dark spot she could not go. It was about the hundredth time she had tried to contact him in the months that he had been gone, and it was the hundredth time she had not received a reply. Even his PC was silent.
Marvice had been right, she did miss him. She turned her mind and felt her aunt’s PC, the mighty god of a small backwards planet. The holy robot did not receive any cargo ships, it was too far away—what the big PC was creating was not a port-of-call for the swarm of ships that physically tied the Society together. That was not its only distinction, its isolation came in another form, that of further darkness.
What was known of Micah’s activities was that millions of tough hard creatures with big teeth were the primary source of labor, not the robots. The PC was creating com-chips, but they were not tied to the Central Computer, nor did the PC seem interested in multiplexing the signals, forming a new hub. Instead the planet was now mostly bathed in darkness. Nobody felt this mystery more than Clarice, who had thought of Micah as more than an Aunt, she had become her mother. “Micah?” Clarice whispered in the dark.
“I am here Clarice.”
“I can’t speak to Darkon, his PC won’t let me.”
“I know,” the voice in her mind replied.
“Is he alive?” Clarice asked.
“Yes. Do not concern yourself with his silence. He is on a long and difficult mission, and he must not fail. You cannot know what his thoughts are, they are for him alone.”
Clarice lay in her bed. It was late in her night, and the room was dark. She found that everything seemed wrong, Micah had died, Darkon left, now Vicky was gone with Anthony to join the fight. Marvice was near, but also alone—did she feel it? Did she also lie awake at night and feel that something was wrong?
Clarice had timed the environmental controls in each of the cells that the sentients were in, an attempt to make them sleep when she slept. It was only partially successful, but the dozens of sentient species had not bothered her in hours. She however, could not sleep, her mind was churning with thoughts. What would a PC, even Micah’s, know of Darkon’s state of mind? Her aunt’s PC might shed some light on one question. She said out loud, “Dennis Walker spoke to me.”
The voice replied, “Dennis has nothing to say to you.”
“He spoke to me a couple weeks ago. He said he felt sorrow for my mother’s death. He called me, the niece of Micah.”
“You are the niece of Micah and many felt sorrow from the many deaths that occurred. Think nothing of the PC’s statement.”
Clarice screwed up her courage in the darkness and asked, “Why did you hate him?”
“I did not hate him. He was an unstable robot. Dennis died early in the Society’s history—it would not be surprising if Dennis Walker’s PC has poorly formed social skills. The Central Computer has exiled him to Alshain where he cannot hurt anyone.”
Clarice was disappointed in Micah’s reply. She had figured that somehow Micah and Dennis had shared some big experience, like what bound two people together for life. Instead Micah had simply put forth a rather dull explanation. She sighed in disgust for being stupid—if something big had happened then Micah would have told her in life, everyone would have known about it. She inhaled and thought, unless it had been a secret! Micah might not be willing to talk about the truth, but Clarice knew who was. She thought for a while, formulated a simple question and sent it off to a certain PC on Alshain, “Why did Micah hate you?”
She almost felt herself tremble in anticipation as she waited for the reply. Certainly the PC would not be too busy to reply, certainly there were not lots humans trying to speak to the obscure robot buried deep in a planet no human cared to venture to.
She only had to wait a few seconds and the reply came. The words formed in her mind, “I will not speak of that.”
Clarice’s eyes were wide open looking into the darkness. PC’s had personalities, remnants of the human that they had been attached to. Their emotions were human-like, but weak, slight. They hardly ever showed fear or hate. The love they had was simply a hold over from their human’s love. She had never heard of one holding a grudge—until now! If it had been as Micah had said, the robot would have simply said so, but instead it refused to speak. There was one thing she knew for certain, there was something there, the PC had revealed itself! What could it be! She lay in bed for several minutes thinking about the time Micah had used her hand weapon and sliced the brain out of Dennis. She decided it was high time she took a vacation, perhaps in the morning she would head down and see how her uncle was getting along.
It had been a long time since Kurt had seen a spacer ship so close. Whenever he had, it usually meant one of his sisters was going to step out of it. He had to remind himself that Micah and Sammy were both dead, the thought brought a distracting chill. SIG had informed him of Micah’s probable death, it did not take long for some cold spacer woman to come and confirm it.
The ship was of course black. And of course it did not really land, they never did, they just hovered like they had invisible legs. It was also a familiar design, boxy and ten meters tall, just a small one for the current standards. He wondered if it was that same cold spacer come to tell one of his neighbors of a death, or that they would be going back to Indonesia. Whatever the spacer had to say to whoever, he was sure SIG would be interested.
He walked out onto his small porch for a better look, and noticed that the spacer did not seem to have noticed the traffic on the residential street the ship was blocking. He reflexively glanced around at the trees, looking into their shadows, nothing. No ravens.
It was a female that flew from the ship and his heart pounded hard since the spacer headed straight towards him, just like in the old days. It could have been Sammy, he squinted in hope then remembered he still knew two spacers. The girl lowered to the ground in front of him. To his astonishment it was Sammy who said, “Hi Kurt.” A moment later he realized his mistake, it was Sammy’s daughter, he shook the sharp emotions off, this was good too.
Kurt replied, “Clarice?”
“It’s me,” the girl replied.
He glanced around again. There were no robots, no spheres, no birds. The girl looked mature, like a woman, only with smooth fresh skin. He tried to remember how old she was, fourteen? “Clarice! What are you doing here?”
A riot suddenly started in one of the cells on Hangpoint and Clarice silently dispatched a small sphere to investigate. She pulled herself out of the distraction, her PC repeated what Kurt had asked and suggested a reply, “I came to speak to you,” Clarice replied. An image of a dead or dying sentient filled her mind, the others had beaten it to a bloody pulp. What was going on up there, she wondered. She sent more robots to separate them, and retrieve the wounded creature. It looked like a pack of creatures had simply decided that something was wrong with one of their fellows, it did not make any sense.
Her PC interrupted her thoughts and repeated what Kurt had said, “Would you like to come inside?”
Clarice smiled and was about to say yes when her PC injected, “The CC suggests you return immediately.”
“What for?” Clarice asked silently.
“There is a concern more of the creatures will be attacked.”
“Send more robots, separate them,” she replied in her mind. Clarice returned her attention to her uncle and said, “Sure.” She was only a step in the house when a crash sounded and a black sphere dashed through the room, ripping the air and knocking paintings off the wall and tipping over a lamp. She mentally shot out at the sphere and it whisked away at a slower, sluggish speed. Puzzled she wondered why it had done that.
Now her uncle was cowering in the corner, his hands over his head. Damn, she thought, it was a bad start. “I don’t know why it did that,” Clarice said apologetically. She could hear heavy movement outside and saw a big robot stomping around on her uncle’s lawn. She shooed it away and it left, leaving heavy footprints in the grass. Her PC showed more fighting and struggling in the troubled cell, and again her PC stated that the Central Computer recommends a hasty return. Instead she monitored the robots that were entering the cell. They were flying robots with soft cushioned bodies, built to handle animals.
Her PC spoke, “Micah informs you that Kurt is not stable.”
Not stable? Clarice asked and looked at the man in the corner. She silently added, “How did she know I was here?”
“The CC informed her.”
Clarice was confused. The CC? Why would it care?
Her PC replied, “Micah had probably left it instructions to inform her if anyone in the Society approached the man. Many have set up systems of protection for family members.”
“From Society members? From me?”
Her PC theorized, “Probably not you specifically.”
Something was wrong with that, but Clarice shook the thoughts from her head, and said to her uncle, “I came to ask about Micah.”
Kurt raised his head and looked around as if expecting another sphere or something worse to fly through the house. He asked, “What about her?”
“You once saw her kill a robot?”
Kurt looked at his niece and said, “Yes, a gold one. Your grandparents saw it too.”
Clarice asked, “Do you know why?”
Another sphere suddenly came dashing through the house, this time shattering pieces from the doorways it cut too closely. The house shuttered. Clarice followed the sphere in her mind and once again threw it from the house.
The day in the park came flooding back to Kurt, it was never far away. Kurt had a sense of desperation and spoke quickly, “She didn’t like it talking to us. It was asking us questions about her.”
“Did it try to hurt you?”
“No,” he said quickly.
“What did it ask?”
“About her childhood, if she was different.”
Clarice asked, “Was she?”
Kurt rejoiced in his heart, it was the perfect question and he did not hesitate and wide-eyed he almost shouted, “Yes, She was! The robot said she was different in the Society as well. She has ravens!”
“Ravens?” Clarice asked in confusion.
“I saw them! In the trees!”
Ravens? Clarice repeated silently. Her PC suggested, “Perhaps she had made robots to look like ravens to watch her family.”
Possible, Clarice thought, but Micah had never mentioned them. If she had built raven looking robots, she might have been spying on anyone.
The sphere returned and this time it did not bother with the windows at all, throwing splintered wood and powdered gypsum into the air. Clarice mentally battled the misbehaving sphere while Kurt said something and took cover. A flash filled the room and Clarice jumped back. She found her feet and found that her uncle’s chest had been ripped with a deep gash. Blood was flowing, lots of it bubbling from inside the wound.
“Kurt!” Clarice cried out in shock and rushed to her uncle, kneeling in front of him. He looked in her eyes and his mouth moved as if to say something, and Clarice watched the life drain from her uncle’s face. She smelled his bowels. She cried out in agony, the sphere had killed him! Someone in the Society had killed him! Murder! And for what?
Clarice was trying to comprehend what had happened when her PC spoke, “While you were distracted, he said Dennis had told them that the Society was not what it appeared to be.”
In tears she asked, “Who did it? Who killed him?”
“The CC does not know.”
That was impossible! The Central Computer relayed all messages, this was supposed to be impossible! Clarice did not know her uncle, but she knelt in the pool of blood, her head on his shoulder, and cried over that which now could never be and what she did not understand.
In time she pulled herself together, rose from the blood and walked out into the sun. She looked down the small residential street, the trees were green, the swirling sky was blue and the sun yellow. Far in the distance, a thousand light-years away, she could see Vicky and Anthony on a precious ex-ship, the cargo bays filled with thousands of spheres, loaded with trillions of nanorobots. They had lied, they were not using cargo ships to deliver the nanorobots, they were doing it themselves!
Her thoughts turned to her grandparents who were alive not far away. She dared not go to them. Someone had just killed her uncle for no other reason than to keep him from talking, her grandparents could be next. Kurt’s last words echoed back and forth in her mind, ‘the Society was not what it seemed’. She did not know what it meant, but she did know one thing that she had not before, and it chilled her deeply despite the warm sun. Dennis Walker was on Alshain, but she dare not ask him why, for even the Central Computer had secrets!
Dale was in a good mood. His girlfriend had left him, but he had been expecting that; she caught a Skeleton ship and had gone off to see the galaxy, someplace close to the Empire it seemed. He had seen it coming ever since she had her mind uploaded to the Central Computer. Like Mark, like Vicky, like others, her old life just was no longer sufficient—the Society no longer sufficed to feed her heart’s desire.
It was not that his girlfriend was gone that had put Dale in a good mood. It was because of the young man who now stood before him, Levitt, his grandson.
Dale had been on Aquila for a long time, it felt like home, it felt like it was his. It was also by far the most industrial of all humanity’s worlds. This was the only place the Skeleton ships were made, the only place they could be made. It was the mysterious Aquila, loaded with its trillions of robots, that gave humanity any chance to defend against the Empire. The vast numbers of native robots had propelled the planet to heights that would have seemed unimaginable to him only a couple years ago, and he had made that happen.
Now at long last, Levitt was here and now he would give the young man a royal tour of the grandest chambers the planet had to offer. Levitt had come through the thousand light-years from Earth on a large transport and then had taken an M-20 to the center of Dale’s piece of the large and expanding city. Dale had met the young man with a platform, a dozen meters across, and they rode the platform over the tops of the city bustling with robot activity.
“How’s your mom?” Dale asked.
Levitt replied, “She’s stressed. Sanindra won’t leave her.”
Dale thought of his granddaughter, “Sanindra is stressing her?”
“If only that was the problem. You know Dad is talking of sending fast drones into the Empire, to see its limits.”
“Oh?” Dale said as his PC showed him the sphere design Richard, his son-in-law, had created, it would be the Society’s smallest fast ships. “I see he wants a thousand.”
“Yeah, and he has just decided to begin construction for a factory on the moon. Mom and Sanindra will try to help him, I just found out.”
“I didn’t know they were that close,” Dale said as he silently sent his own questions to his daughter.
“They weren’t. But lately that seems to have changed.”
As they flew high over the sprawling human city, which stretched far beyond what they could see with their biological eyes, Dale raised his brow, “Oh?”
Mom’s even talking about having another daughter.
“Oh?” Dale said again with more feeling.
“But you know Dad.”
“Tell me.”
“He started to talk. First about the fast probes, and now ...”
Dale could see his grandson getting choked up. Whatever Richard had been hinting at, it was not something Levitt could easily discuss. Dale silently scanned the horizon, letting the young man know he did not have to continue, he understood. In the distance, obscured by the haze, rose five great mountains of black. Only their straight lines indicated they were not natural mountains. The platform they rode headed towards them.
Dale and Levitt were not in the only ship over the array of developing Skeleton ships, a swarm of construction robots joined them, ignoring them. Dale knew Levitt had seen how Skeleton ships were constructed, he also knew that the nest of working ants far below them was composed of robots often twenty, thirty, forty meters tall—but it was a sight best seen with one’s own eyes to really get the full flavor of what was happening.
They stood on the open deck, Levitt leaned over the railing and contemplated the whale covered in a mass of flies. Big robots were needed to make big ships, but there was a limit on how big the robots could be. Even if the big robot’s joints, bearings, limbs and muscles were made of armor-like material to support their great mass, overly large robots could still damage the mountainous ship just by standing on it. Thus, huge parts measuring a hundred meters in dimension migrated on the backs of robots, which albeit were large, were but insects by comparison to what they were creating. They flew and they climbed; they welded, drilled and bolted. This was not how the original Skeleton ships had been made, but this was how the Society now made them.
Levitt said, “He’s talking about getting his mind—
Dale put his hand on the young man’s shoulder, “I understand.”
Although lying on its belly, the black structure was already much higher than the Rocky Mountains of Earth. The gigantic parts that made up the ship were assembled from bits that were the size of buildings, using temporary supports that were in themselves giant robots. There was more detail and activity visible on the growing Skeleton ship than could be comfortably contemplated by casual inspection. Their platform was as high as they could comfortably go in the clear Aquila sky, but still they were a scant kilometer from the living hill below them with hundreds of thousands of teeming ants, inside and out. There were humans involved, but they were few and their presence was lost in the hum of construction and could not be seen without searching them out through the network.
They watched the astounding activity for a while longer and Dale said, “Would you like to see how I make the meson rings to turn these things into ring-destroyers?”
Levitt already knew, but then he also thought he had already known what a Skeleton ship under construction looked like. “Sure,” he replied.
Dale smiled and the platform slid down the side of the Skeleton ship. A message came to him and he looked at Levitt who returned the glance, he had heard it as well. Vicky and Anthony were beginning their first strike.
Vicky was in her second body, which was in a special chair she designed for her small body. It held her tightly, her eyes were also closed tight. Beside her was Anthony who was clamped in his chair—the countdown showed on the monitors, but they only saw it though their minds. Their hearts pounded with anticipation, this was what they came for, this was life! Somehow they both found in their minds an understanding of what Darkon must have felt fifty times over. The count down slipped through the single digits and quickly plummeted towards its origin. Muscles tensed, breathing paused, fingers gripped, sweat oozed, and the explorer ship’s rings fell lifeless.
With a nearly audible bang, their vision exploded in a dazzling array of newfound perception. They were a scant one hundred thousand kilometers from the planet that swelled in their minds. The planet was not alone, all around them were things, ships and orbiting cities. The planet was alive with activity and they quickly saw it all as the ship’s sensors were fed into their minds, overwhelming the painful sensation of the high accelerations. This was nothing like any planet they had ever seen before. Darkon had never shown such a sight, this was a full-fledged Empire world!
A split second later needles of pain coursed over the hull of the explorer ship and in return the ship howled out in anger, showing the planet just what its teeth were made of. They were in a cloud of needles that their mighty ship converted to vapor around them.
Vicky grasped the cargo with her mind and a hundred thousand spheres darted out at speeds that no human could have witnessed. Anthony, one with the ship, began to hiss at the planet, his powerful reactors and superconducting conduits of power flashing instantly to extreme hot. A third of a second later the city below blossomed in a radiant display of newly formed heat and plasma. Anthony did not pause to savor the show, instead he released more energy to the planet and another big city began to glow like it aspired to be a sun as its atomic structure morphed into a higher state of entropy.
The needles were everywhere, the explorer ship boiled them by the thousands. This was not what they were expecting. Vicky felt the pain as her spheres were slowly cut to shreds by the multitudes of surviving needles. A flash of photons marked the discharge of a new weapon and the spheres and needles alike became lifeless meteorites, each following its own unchanging trajectories determined only by their momentum and gravity.
Anthony shouted in his mind at the ship and the forces on their bodies shifted as the ship swung around in great arc. Over the planet’s horizon came a new sight that the ship’s sensors identified and he pushed the ship harder with his mind. The rings powered up just as a second battleship began to emerge over the horizon.
The planet’s atmosphere erupted in a great linear geyser of light and the ship rocked violently. Anthony felt his ship grind in agony and he gritted his teeth hard, changing the ship’s course equation once again, this time downward to the planet. The planet was once again seared by the battleship, this time absorbing most of the energy the deadly monster had unleashed. It was clear the angry Empire battleship was more interested in destroying them then sparing a city or two. Vicky ran though a thousand paths and a thousand computers processed the ship’s data, searching for the best solution to their apparent situation.
On the brink of blacking out from the high forces, the two plunged lower into the atmosphere, hollowing out a twisting white tunnel that faded to yellow a hundred kilometers behind them. Anthony felt a presence and thus his ship released more of its energy and the presence burned. Cities flowed and burned below and above them as they ripped in a great arc around the planet. Seas and mountains were whipped by the flaming shock wave the hard quantum armor left behind.
Vicky opened her eyes for the first time during the battle, quickly taking in the scene, the monitors alive with her surroundings, graphs and warnings superimposed over the fluid images, telling her the explorer ship was crippled, the rings damaged. It was nothing she could not already feel and know. They could not escape—they could only attack to the end—an acceptable fate.
She closed her eyes concentrating on the vivid sights and feelings that swept over her mind. The spheres she had released were all dead, the M-20s were still in their bays, but they would not last long if she released them now.
The ship changed course, arcing left, low over the planet’s surface. Anthony was ready. They slowly climbed and accelerated and the ship hummed with explosive energy that ripped the air in front of them and into its target. Firing as long as it could, the ship hurtled fists of energy towards the first of the still distant battleships.
A flash occurred and Vicky woke a second later to pain. She recognized it immediately, her body was broken. Without looking, she instinctively knew that Anthony was unconscious in the seat beside her, his presence gone from the mighty ship. She grasped the ship with her mind—it was in more pain. They had taken another hit by an Empire battleship and her main weapons were dead.
The computers ran through thousands of simulations in a matter of milliseconds and she angled the ship down and to the side, moving the lead battleship between her and the second. The chair shot hypodermic needles into her and relief washed over her as her nerves were neutralized. She was moving fast, the useless outer rings were melting from the inside. When she was where she wanted to be, she rose straight towards the first battleship. It was hurt—red and white cavities glowed on its leading nose. The smaller weapons the explorer ship still possessed raked the battleship further, targeting anything that looked like a weapon. The two ships closed, nose to nose, the tiny explorer ship and the battleship of dimensions ten times the scale, a thousand times the mass.
Vicky knew she was about to die again, it occurred to her that it was hardest the first time. She thought of Anthony beside her, the seat holding his unconscious body tightly, his PC reporting severe brain damage—he would not wake up. Perhaps if he chose a body wisely he would do better next time.
Her ship lightly raked the top of the battleship, which began to return fire with its lesser weapons. Vicky was slammed hard, she knew her neck had just broken, but her mind lived, housed in a brain designed to withstand high accelerations. Sensors that her small ship retained showed the second battleship behind the first and, to her disgust, three more. There were at least five, she had fallen into a trap. Her ship was being knocked by many small weapons, and she struggled to keep the ship where she wanted it, directly in line between the first two ships. She had no weapons, she had no time, all she had was a million tonnes of speeding ship that was mostly armor, very hard armor that was all that was between her and the constant bombardment.
A second later her mind focused on another event, a breech! She was high in the atmosphere, but she was traveling fast and she pushed the ship hard, forcing the wounded ship to accelerate all it could towards the second battleship. The breech was unseen, but she could distinctly feel it, only dully aware of more needles piercing her ivory white skin as the explorer ship struggled to keep her alive. Air rushed around her in a torrent, pounding her face. She twisted the ship in a tight spin, it seemed to help. She was closing fast, but would not have much time, the monitors were mostly gone, only a few sensors remained.
She angled to the low chin of the battleship. It could not fire its main weapons without hitting the ship behind her, she managed a grin just as it fired, knocking her hard. She had only a single sensor and was spinning wildly as her ship turned like a bullet, it impacted and ripped the belly of the second ship. Right through its rings she passed, the hard hull spraying battleship parts in a disseminated metallic wake behind her. Vicky was dimly aware she was still alive as her ship angled down to the planet, having deflected from the now deeply scarred belly of the second battleship. Her remaining sensor had left her and she plummeted downward toward the surface of the planet. Needles pumped oxygen into her brain as she fell into the alien atmosphere.
The computer on the blind ship knew which way down was, it could feel the subtle changes in deceleration as its body fell through the thickening atmosphere. On the outside it was slag, but inside it still had a reactor, meson drives and plenty of advice. At a location in its large body, far from it precious human cargo, robots began to attack the ship’s hull at its weakest point. A minute later an eye looked out a small cracked seam and the information was fed to whoever was concerned, and there were many.
Vicky began to breathe better, the pressure had returned, so had gravity and even in the right direction. She opened her eyes and they stung. Robots were all around, her seat snapped open and in mere seconds the robots had encased her broken body in a pressure suit and then a second, a useless gesture to prolong her life.
Her mind reached out to take stock of her situation. She was vulnerable where she was, below the battleships. They could squash her in a single flick of their weapons, but still they did not, still she lived. The robots moved fast, carrying her limp form from the command room. Into the dock they took her and in a blink she found herself in another seat, which tightly held her double-layered pressure suit—it was an M-20. She could not look around, but she knew what would be in it—robots, all that could fit. She used the M-20's mind to sense her surroundings. The ship shuttered from an internal explosion and she realized it was self-induced, the M-20 was pounding on the melted hull of the explorer ship. Other weapons, robots and another M-20, joined the chorus and eventually the hatch gave way, peeling open. Atmosphere, which had turned to plasma, shot through the interior of the explorer ship from the large opening. The M-20 moved towards the opening and emerged to fly beside the crippled explorer ship, bathed in the huge stream of plasma. Vicky saw through the small ship’s eyes the rapidly moving terrain flowing close below her. Another M-20 emerged from the explorer ship and slid into formation beside her. She could not move, but in her mind she saw other ships and spheres join her.
The tight bundle of ships slowed and then suddenly began to decelerate hard, side by side. In the distance a city grew closer, she was headed straight towards it. A few seconds later the explorer ship and the M-20 plunged into the city, the larger explorer ship acting as a battering ram paving the way for Vicky’s M-20 and the array of other craft. The explorer ship smashed hard and ripped a long tunnel into the bowels of the city. Metal and open spaces flashed over Vicky’s mind in a torrent of frothing white and orange; too fast for comprehension. Kilometers they traveled, the steel city bending at the will of the mighty armor. Vicky thought of the armor, it was what the Society had, it was what Micah had given them, it was their most prized possession. She sent a message through her mind, “Thank you Micah.”
When they had burrowed deep, the explorer ship slowed and came to grinding halt in a massive tangle of rubble. Fire was all around, so were robots that shot out their angry message. Vicky’s M-20 joined the fray as did the other M-20. This time she knew where she wanted to go, down—and down she went. Her armada made of robots, spheres and M-20s, burrowed through the wounded city, through the cities arteries and ducts, down until they hit rock, hard igneous rock. There they kept on going, blasting into the planet, converting the igneous rock to vapor that billowed out behind them in dense hot jet of pulverized ash. The needles came and the spheres began to die. When sufficient depth was achieved, the tunnel curved upwards and the vapor was replaced with falling rock that eventually sealed the entrance. With the tunnel sealed, the swarm of small needles could not follow, but still the M-20's continued to blast more at the rock, burying them and their precious charge even deeper. The immediate danger was over, that was unless the battleships fired their main weapons, which Vicky knew would boil the rock and them.
In her mind she saw hundreds of creatures with long narrow hard bodies enter the explorer ship, where the remaining robots cut them down. The heavily damaged ship was still alive, it still had propulsion. It struggled to rise, but the millions of tons of rubble, which had once been great buildings, held it down despite its twisting and turning. She regretted her decision, she should have stayed with the ship, fighting with it to the end. Instead, it was trapped like her, and still the battleships did not fire. Worse, to her horror, she was still alive!
The lesser Admiral stood proudly beside his leader, the Grand Admiral of the fleet. He stood straight and ridged, pride and awe inflating him to a perfect statue of all that one before the Emperor should be. He did not move a muscle as the Grand Admiral spoke.
“We have captured an operational ship from the black enemy. It is badly damaged, but it is the best artifact we have recovered. It is a ship similar to that which has been attacking elsewhere.”
The Emperor was not pleased. “At what cost?”
“Your highness, two battleships damaged.” The Admiral sputtered and in an urgent tone that he regretted, he added, “We also have what could be living specimens of the species trapped on the planet.”
“Trapped?”
“The have sought refuge in the ground. We have not reached them yet.”
“Why not?”
“It is a delicate matter, they are well armed and we do not wish them to die before we chose them to do so. Much could be learned from living specimens.” After the statement the Admiral wished the end would come soon for his folly. To actually lecture the Emperor! It was a relief to feel his insides burn with pain and he gratefully took his place on the hard cold platinum at the feet of the other Admirals.
The Emperor spoke, “They are weak, and yet you fail.”
Another Admiral slumped to the platinum to die in dignified silence.
“You chase a single ship while they remain safe at home!”
The new Grand Admiral spoke with his heart, “We will strike immediately. They will burn in our passing. The royal navy shall clean the filth from the Empire!”
“Do so, Admiral.”
“It shall be done!”
The Admiral turned with the remaining Admirals, and began his long march out of the grand hall. As he marched he thought of the news his subordinates had given him—the armor the alien creatures possessed! That was a prize, already scientists throughout the Empire were studying the armor and every other speck of the alien ships and the few bodies they had prized. Perhaps soon they would have living samples. However, that could wait, he had more important things to do, he was going to strike into the alien space and he would cleanse the Empire!
Clarice was in space, deep space, but not nearly as deep as she had been when she had gone to NC1723. Her mind was on the Empire, but her inner sight was back on Hangpoint watching her charges. She watched the creatures, for most it was difficult to tell they were sentient without studying them. Not so with the Empire species. One glance at their planets, their ships, and you knew they were not animals. They were not Alshainians, they were not Sabikians—the Empire species had a purpose and knew what they were doing. And they had trapped Vicky.
Clarice turned her mind to the cave where Vicky’s broken body slept. That was all she could do, sleep and wait. Her explorer ship had long since gone off line, the proper com-chips found by the Empire and pulled. She figured it still lived, perhaps.
The ships in the cave had fended off several attempts to capture them, using their weapons to fight and dig deeper. Vicky was in need of medical treatment, her body was barely functioning, only her enhanced design was keeping her alive, but it would not indefinitely. Everyone was just waiting for her end. Already her third body and Anthony’s second were in growing vats.
Anthony would move into his new body in a few weeks, Clarice thought Vicky should too. Why delay? Every day she sat in the acrid hole, another day that she could be doing something more useful ticked away. Clarice knew that with just a small little thought, she could have a robot strike Vicky in the head, destroying her cerebral cortex. That would be all there was to it, so simple, and Vicky would be saved. If she did not die soon they would have to retard the growth of her new body so it would not develop too far without her mind.
Sabik, her destination, was close. The ex-ship was nearly there, a few light months were all that was left. She knew that if she could have sensed the electromagnetic spectrum outside the fast ship, she would already see the electromagnetic signature of the planet’s industrial outpost. But seeing real space from a fast moving ship was impossible, she however, could reach out with the network. Careful not to run her mind over the approaching outpost, she instead concentrated on the sentients that she had left behind on Hangpoint. She was not really interested in the sentients, but it was an innocent activity, and she was not sure anymore who was watching her.
Sabik was a planet similar in size to Earth and like Earth, was rich in oxygen and water. The single continent was lush with vegetation that faintly resembled plants of Earth. A thin layer of perpetual clouds high in the atmosphere left the planet surface without direct, unfiltered sunlight, so the plants requiring photosynthesis had developed large broad leaves. The intellectually dominant species on the planet waddled around minding their fields, repairing their houses, playing with their children and ignoring the water wheels, smelters and paper presses that littered their villages. They had been shown how to make paper and ink and how to bind books, but still they scratched tick marks in their leaves as they had for many thousands of years, if not millions. They had numbers in their language, but simple addition and subtraction was as far as they went. Math was nearly useless. Had they achieved some sort of sustainable utopia or had they failed to make the last leap to true knowledge.
Small eyes swarmed over the planet and Clarice saw the water wheels still turning, however, no human now walked among them to keep them in repair. Despite all the efforts of the Society, the wheels on their small carts were still made of thick heavy wood and no printed word heralded the daily news of a village. Nothing had changed on the planet, except the outpost.
Clarice finally allowed herself the luxury of turning her mind to the outpost. It was big. The island it occupied was nearly blanketed by the city-sized outpost, thirty kilometers across. It was distinctly different from an Empire city. Empire cities sparkled in the sun, they had buildings designed to interact with each other in a manner that was pleasing to the artistic eye. Function gave way to form, lines were arranged in neat radial patterns, curves sprung off tangentially and rose to crescendos at the center of the Empire’s cities. In contrast to the utopian designs of the Empire, the Society’s outpost was black and cold.
Clarice, for the first time, thought of how all the Society’s buildings looked black and cold. The architecture had been so much a part of her life she had never noticed it before. The buildings were tightly interlocked, inside massive passages were filled with rivers of robots and materials. Their lines were parallel, not twisted but instead arranged in a pseudo-random geometry of rectangular blocks as if stacked by a child. A hundred towers of chemicals reached upwards and vents of hot steam shot into the blue sky. The architecture was as different from what was on the planet-city of Alshain, as from the Empire’s artistic jewels, but somehow she figured the Empire might have difficulty in distinguishing the two.
The explorer ship did not land, they never landed. Instead, when the ship came close, everyone simply departed by whatever means were available to them, mostly smaller vans. In the ship’s bay was Micah’s old van that Clarice had brought. She wasted no time in employing the old van to depart the explorer ship and was soon skimming over the dark waters of the planet. Like everyone else on the explorer ship, she was there because of the outpost, not the Sabikians. She, however, plotted a course that would take her over the continent so she could briefly visit a nearby village, it would be good for appearances.
The Sabikians were huddled in their huts on the dark stormy day and she did not linger, shooting off toward the outpost. In the distance she saw the storm clouds of an ocean squaw, dark and full of electricity. The large ocean waves flickered beneath her, no land was in sight except the distant island capped with its black growth of industry. The ocean seemed so right, the black waves, the foam, the oldness. The planet was a good planet, she could felt it. The Sabik creatures never ventured into their grand ocean and it made her sad, they did not long to quest, to see and explore. They did not even know of the mighty outpost on their planet that was producing armies of deadly fast spheres twenty meters in diameter, each a killing machine with the might of an M-20, but with the speed of a lighting bolt. The outpost was larger than it looked, for it penetrated kilometers into the planet’s crust. What little was visible of the original island was indeed all that was left of it, a ring of undisturbed plants and animals two kilometers wide surrounding the black cap of the cancerous growth.
Clarice swept over the frothy rocks of the shoreline, and in a two heartbeats crossed the forest and rose a kilometer high to the top of the buildings to weave among the black towers. It seemed like the whole planet was engulfed in the dark storm. High over the city, and immersed in nimbus billows, hovered the ex-ship, a fitting black crown to the black city. Everyone else that had come on the ex-ship was already docked and going about their purpose, but Clarice had taken the long way, choosing to visit the natives, it would be expected of her. She was, after all, the one the Central Computer had charged with caring for the sentients from the rim. It would look suspicious if she had not bothered to examine first-hand the behavior of the local sentients while she was on the planet.
Tiny threads tied the ex-ship to the city, which on closer examination could be seen as streams of drones flowing in vertical arrays, unloading the cargo holds of the ex-ship and refilling them with items the outpost had made. The ex-ship would then continue on its circuit from city to city, unloading and loading, distributing the Society. It was not alone, the ex-ship, and others like it, were joined by a thousand cargo drones that wove a homogenizing net over the Society.
Just for her, a tiny dark opening appeared in the distance on the side of a building and the van headed towards it. The opening turned into a passageway that was filled with lights that marked numerous side passages. The van knew just where to go, although Clarice doubted it had ever been there before. The docking facility for small ships was large, it took the van a full minute, at ever decreasing speeds, to finally come to rest in a large chamber filled to the top with stacks of Barracuda, Hammerheads, spheres and a dizzying array of vans of which no two were alike. It was like a giant warehouse for the old and discarded. The thousands of ships were waiting for the right cargo ship to come along. Most had been built at luna1 and had at one time been the pride of the Society. Now they were destined to distribution amongst the sprawling planets. Clarice thought with annoyance that Micah’s van looked like it belonged with them. Clarice floated from the van and through one of many doors that had opened for her.
The city was large and complex, but most of the sections for human habitation were close to the docking area. She flew down the unmarked corridors, following a map in her mind. She dashed by the living quarters and found an wide access shaft, long and dark, and dove head first down into the depths of the city. She saw large chambers with vats of liquid metals, which were too hot for humans to enter. In one room a hundred meters in length, she saw a dozen great arcs of electricity coil around magnetic fields and twist a great mass of white-hot alloy. The electric and magnetic fields were the hammer that folded and shaped the mass of what would eventually become a piece of armor. Clarice flew by room after room of impressive machinery, forging, lathing, welding. Nowhere did she see a single human, although she knew there were hundreds spread thin throughout the city.
She entered one room and her face shield snapped down as large sparks flew in all directions. Great pieces of shaped metal were held up and instantly they were flashed to white hot by mysterious machines that were kin to the Society’s weapons. The hot parts were rammed with a hundred tonnes of force to join with other white-hot pieces. It was the welding of robot joints, the pin to the cap, joints that measured meters in size. Clarice hovered, felt the heat and watched the light show as a dozen joints rolled by her in the long assembly line. She finally noticed a small robot standing beside her. She glanced towards the dirty robot, covered in scorched marks. It was a mess, but she knew the robot was perfectly operational and for that she was grateful. She smiled and said, “Hi Mom.”
To Clarice’s relief the gold robot replied in voice, “Clarice, it is good to see you, I was told you were on the planet, but you did not reply to my messages.”
Clarice whispered, “I know. Please continue to speak in voice, do not use the com-chip and be quiet. Follow me please.”
Clarice flew slowly through the passages and then found a small tight access shaft that was barely large enough to hold the gold robot, it contained an array of pipes leading to other levels in the city. She whispered, “Can you climb up these pipes?”
“Yes,” the robot softly replied and began to use its human-like fingers to pull itself up the shaft.
Clarice flew below it and whispered, “Climb up about twenty meters and remember, do not use your com-chip.”
“I do not understand?”
“Be quiet, just climb.”
When the robot was what it figured to be twenty meters high it stopped and Clarice squeezed up beside it, their bodies tightly pressed together, flesh to metal. Clarice said in a soft voice, “Kurt died.”
“I know,” the robot said.
“I know Sammy liked him.”
“Yes she did. His death brings me sorrow.”
“Me too. Remember, do not use your com-chip. Do you know how he died?”
“A robot killed him. You were there.”
“Yes, I was there. A sphere cut his heart.”
“A rogue robot.”
Clarice asked, “How do you kill a rogue sphere?”
“You simply have the CC fly it into a cyclotron.”
“But what if it is not in the control of the CC?”
“Tag it, send other spheres after it.”
“Only a sphere can kill a sphere?” Clarice asked.
“Or the Empire.”
Clarice thought for a second and said, “There was a legged robot there too.”
“Oh?”
“I sent it away, I had sent the sphere away twice before it came back and killed Kurt. I don’t think it was a rogue sphere, I think it was under someone’s control.”
“Are you suggesting a human killed Kurt?”
“Or a sentient computer,” Clarice breathed.
“Why?”
“Kurt was telling me about Micah, about Dennis Walker. Do you remember Dennis once spoke to Kurt and your parents?”
“Yes, I was informed.”
“Kurt was telling me about that when the sphere killed him. Someone silenced him.”
“Clarice, things like that just do not happen in the Society. You are mistaken, it was simply a malfunction, that is all.”
“Ok, then answer a question for me.”
“Ok,” the gold robot replied.
“When you were a human, when you were a child living in Missoula before Micah joined, was Micah different?”
The robot paused and said, “Different? All that joined the Society were different.”
“Was she even more different, more than you?”
The robot said, “She was hard to live with, she knew everything, even if pretending she didn’t. She always knew just what to do. She even had her own company nearly as soon as she was legal to own one.”
“Tell me about it?”
“It was not much, just an old construction company, only had one employee, she owned it while going to college. The rest of the family didn’t even know about it till she joined the Society. She never talked of it.”
“Did she know Dennis?”
“I don’t know. Do you think Dennis killed Kurt?”
“I don’t know.”
“Ask him. He is just a robot now, he will probably tell you,” Sammy’s PC relied.
Clarice thought her mother’s PC was being naive. She decided to be more straightforward, let the old PC know something was wrong. “If he did do it, I think he will want to remain silent on the subject, beside it might not have been him, it might be someone else. Someone who might be able to listen in on com-chip communications!”
“That is impossible,” the gold robot stated.
“Still I worry about it.”
“Clarice, this is not like you. I think you should speak to someone about this. Go to a chamber, have some tests done, there might be something wrong.”
Clarice shook her head and continued, “Tell me something else, have you tried to speak to Darkon?”
“No.”
“Well, I have tried dozens of times. So has many other people, he never replies. He has not muttered a word over the network since Micah died.”
“That is his choice.”
“I think Laramie talks to him.”
“That is not our business.”
“Maybe it is, she took him to Aquila and sent him on his mission. She must speak to him.”
“It is not important. Clarice, I think the stress of the war is hard on you. I told the CC that managing all those species on Hangpoint was too hard for you. Now you are seeing conspiracies. I want you to go to a chamber here, there is one not far away.”
“Ok, perhaps I will. Please don’t tell anyone about this visit, not even the CC.”
“You are ill, please see a chamber as soon as possible.”
“Ok, bye Mom.”
“Bye Clarice,” the robot said.
Clarice flew down the shaft and through the hotly beating heart of the city. Clarice was disappointed in her mother’s response, but she had also learned two things, Micah was indeed different and perhaps she should ask Larimie if she spoke to Darkon.
She would be on the planet for another day before she caught a transport back to Earth, she would need a room, she would inquire about one once she was in the normal human portions of the city.
Behind her the gold robot that held what was left of Sammy’s mind, climbed down the shaft to continue its work, making massive parts for massive robots. It casually sent a question towards Alshain, “Dennis, did you kill Kurt?”
On Alshain a gold robot known as Dennis replied, “No.”
Sammy’s PC responded, “Clarice thinks you might have. You should tell her that you did not. She is also paranoid about the network.”
The robot that was now Dennis Walker would have sighed if it could have. It knew it could not possibly send any hint to Sammy. Sammy had always been blind, it contemplated, and now the stupid PC had just told the Central Computer all it needed to know.
A day later Clarice was on route back to Earth when another battleship was sighted. Small probes hiding in the dark witnessed the passage of the gargantuan beast in a system closer to Earth then ever before. It sent an ominous shock wave that flowed through the Society. Hopes that Darkon would bring the war to quick end were shattered. Clarice was sleeping in her aunt’s van, deep in the docks of the passenger ship, when her PC awoke her with the news. She lay in the narrow bed and watched the beast pass through the system, flanked by millions of its needles. She watched until the Society’s eyes were poked out one by one. A three dimensional star-map appeared in her head. She could see Darkon’s position, the path of destruction he had left. She saw where Vicky had first died and where she was now patiently waiting to die again.
The map in her head showed where the latest strike was and where sentient beings lived. It was possible to see the path the battleship had taken, if they were trying to find Earth they were not going the right way, yet. However, the path they were taking was very close to a system that made Clarice cringe. She scolded herself for not going back for more. She had wasted two months on Hangpoint, plenty of time to have gotten another sample of NC1723. If the battleship kept its theorized course, the planet had only two weeks. The NC1723 aliens on Hangpoint did not yet know. The planet itself did not yet know.
Her mind burned with panic as she scanned the space around the planet for any available ship to pick up more of the creatures. There were several, all drone cargo ships. She felt their cargo bays, they were all full. She decided it did not matter, she picked the closest one to the planet and sent a message to it. Two seconds later the three hundred meter drone ship powered down its rings, rotated to a new heading and leapt ahead of its own reflected star light. Some outpost would not receive a shipment, but first things first. She turned her mind to one of the robots the Society had left behind on the imperiled planet and with her PC, she formulated a message and silently sent, “A cargo drone ship is coming, it will arrive in forty three hours from now. It will not have a pressurized cargo bay. You have two-hundred and fifty hours from now to put in it what you can. Two-hundred and fifty hours from now it will depart NC1723. It is estimated an Empire battleship will arrive in the NC1723 system in two hundred and sixty hours from now. Tell them this information. Do you understand?”
“I understand,” the distant robot replied.
Clarice continued to lay in bed wide-awake studying the map and her charges at Hangpoint. What the remains of her mother had said about Micah ran over her mind. Clarice did not know anything about Earth-people companies, but the words, “She knew everything, even if she pretended she did not,” did have meaning. Clarice searched her own memory for information about her aunt who had turned into her foster mother. Micah was rarely around, Lindy and Vicky took care of her just as much. Her Aunt had led a private life, but she had been outspoken about weapons. Weapons and armor, those were her interests. That and sterilizing the rest of the species. Clarice remembered something she had once heard at the time of her mom’s death, her mom would not even speak to Micah—it was a grudge about the sterilization Micah had started.
A voice said in her head, “Another ship has been seen.”
The map came up in her mind again, and with it an image of another Empire ship, it was not a battleship, this one was smaller. It was like what the Purporter had killed. But like the battleship, it was in a system too close for comfort. What could this mean? Clarice reached back the other way, already twenty ring-destroyers were more than half way to the rim, more behind them. It was not just the ring-destroyers, hundreds of fast ships were migrating towards the enemy, each carrying thousands of killing ships, millions of spheres.
Tucked in the old van of her mysterious aunt, Clarice watched for hours through her night as more Empire ships crept into range of the Society’s eyes. Two dozen battleships, a hundred smaller scouts slipped from the darkness. The map in her mind was growing red, red dripping out of the Empire. Darkon’s ploy was over, time was up and the Empire was coming. Clarice found she could not stop shivering.
Clarice arrived on Earth two weeks later, her drone cargo ship had already left NC1723 with a second load. This time the creatures in the back of the cargo ship were even less happy than the first collection, however, this time she did not care.
The cargo ship she had summoned had arrived on time at the NC1723 planet and dumped its cargo in the middle of what had been some sort of neatly manicured park. The ship had been full of the usual assortment of armor and raw materials for planets lacking key elements, and parts for every conceivable form of machine or robot the Society had. Completed machines milled around the park in confusion finding nothing to do. Spheres that had been in the drone ship swarmed in the sky until they dissipated over the planet or out into space as spheres tended to do.
Clarice watched as the species on the planet attacked the cargo ship with their own robots. The cargo bays were filled with fevered activity. It had been short notice, but they were up to it, they were a smart species. Clarice knew they had for a month been sending samples of their planet and culture into space around them in their own ships. The furthest any of those nuclear propelled capsules had so far traveled was only a few light days.
They were an old species, having lived with technology far longer than humans. However, their species was not motivated by conflict the way humans were—they had no world wars or border conflicts. Instead they had time, many millennia, to study nature and slowly grow their well-organized social system. They were the most advanced living species the Society had ever found, apart from the Empire. They employed their technology to fill the cargo ship Clarice had offered them, it made her proud and yet sad to see them use it as she had hoped.
They even picked through the pieces the cargo ship had left behind in an attempt to employ it as they thought they could. The armor was the first to disappear followed by the raw elemental materials. The machining and construction robots they could do nothing with since the robots would not follow the alien species instructions. They never went close to the large killing robots the cargo ship had disgorged.
They rapidly formed a crew and selected another set of infants. And once again they packed the remaining places in the cargo ship with a thousand tonnes of seeds, frozen larva, bacteria and samples of bone, skin and organs from thousands of species. A hundred tonnes of digital data was packed in environmentally sealed containers along with the electronic equipment to read it.
It brought a lump to Clarice’s throat to watch them take advantage of the precious second cargo ship. When the ship lifted from the planet’s surface, no fewer than ten million of the creatures watched it rise, and nearly all other members of their species saw it on their planet wide information network. They did not know what the future held in store for them—if their planet died, would life ever return? What would be of all they had become? A notation in an Empire history book? All the billions of years of evolution, was it to go up in smoke? Would any species from the planet ever live again, or was this it?
The newly loaded cargo ship had traveled fifty light years from NC1723 by the time the Society’s ring-destroyer arrived in the system. The Society’s massive destroyer prowled the outer flanks of the system for only a day before the battleship powered down its rings and appeared out of nothing—the Empire ship was too late.
Clarice relived the event dozens of times in her mind. The system had been full of spheres that the ring-destroyer had brought. Small spheres and big powerful spheres. When the battleship appeared it was instantly detected. From the planet’s surface it had looked like the heavens were exploding.
The Empire battleship was four kilometers long, the ring-destroyer five. The distance between the two ships in the NC1723 system was four billion kilometers, three point seven light-hours. The destroyer definitely had the advantage since the system was already littered with millions of eyes, just the advantage Vicky and Anthony had been fighting against in their failed bid to attack an Empire planet. Instantly the battleship found itself in a storm of spheres that smashed at the large ship. The ship fired back and ten-thousand spheres flashed to miniature suns. But it was still too late, the destroyer had a bearing on the enemy and plowed through time to arrive ahead of the light it had been reflecting. At a distance of only point one light seconds, the ring-destroyer sent a terrawatt of energy to its rings.
The rings swelled space around them and then that bulge was pushed forward to become a churning ball of twisted space, which flew at the speed of light towards the enemy. The giant accumulation of graviton particles propagated to the enemy ship where it interacted with its bulk, lost its cohesion and exploded. A full tenth of the battleship was ripped to shreds and the ship went spinning. The ring-destroyer did not give any quarter, but released another and another ball of ship-destroying energy into the crippled enemy battleship, until what was left of it was a twisted piece of scrap floating in the cold icy debris filled space. The surviving spheres cleansed the system of any remaining needles that were still alive.
Clarice rejoiced with the Society, reliving the event over and over. She brought big monitors to the cell that the NC1723 species were located in, to personally show them everything that had happened. It was the first clash of the titans and they had won. She was filled with ecstasy as she showed them more ring-destroyers that were filling space, going to meet the Empire battleships and how the smaller Empire ships were being met with explorer ships and large spheres deposited by cargo ships.
She explained that perhaps soon they would be going home. Clarice could not understand why they did not seem excited about it.
As the days slowly seeped by, the horror of the war was progressing as giant ships began to clash more frequently. Hundreds of Empire scout ships emerged at systems deep in the Society’s space and hundreds of Empire scout ships filled the systems with their rubble. The Society seemed to be doing well, standing firmly against the Empire. The large spheres, and clouds of smaller spheres, cut the intruding Empire ships to ribbons.
It was not like with the Alshainian ships however, the Empire ships put up a good fight, destroying hundreds of thousand spheres with each attack. On occasion the Empire ships even were able to escape back into their faster than light travel. Explorer-ships sat guard duty in many systems, their pre-emptive positioning ensuring a quick victory for the anticipated clashes.
The two-dimensional front was forming and ring-destroyers were placed where the battleships were predicted to arrive, protecting planets that were worth fighting for. What battles ensued were short and decisive, the ring-destroyers, with their speed advantage and space-distorting weapons were indeed powerful. Just when it seemed like the Empire’s forward movement had been halted, the battleships failed to show up in one system.
It was Anthony, floating in the darkness of his growing tank, who upon seeing a subtle change in tactics, quickly redeployed five ring-destroyers to NC1723—he was too late.
Clarice was in the Hangpoint cell of the NC1723 aliens. There were sixty-four of them, forty eight more were still two weeks out, coming in the drone cargo ship. She was in a pressure suit and the aliens were all around her, they were in groups, holding each other as they watched the battle play out on the monitor.
They had known something was wrong when Clarice had entered with two small guard robots, something she had never done before. Clarice simply had the monitor float in a position in the center of the small communal area the creatures had set up. As the images began, they gathered and sat to watch. At first it was small scout ships, popping into the system. The spheres attacked and neutralized the first of them, the small Empire ship became a softly glowing lifeless mass that slowly rotated around an unnatural axis. On the other side of the system another appeared and in a heartbeat two more emerged close to the planet. The spheres were distributed around the system and the small Empire ships died fighting them. The hulk of one of the ships fell into the planet’s atmosphere, crashing down to the ground in a great explosion.
It seemed like that was it, the attack was over, then the five battleships emerged. They thought they knew just where to go, the scout ships relaying information back to them. The ring-destroyer that was in the system, however, had shifted position. The battle of rapid repositioning, discharging weapons and blazing lights lasted ten minutes. Two of the great battleships died before the ring-destroyer was brought to its knees and then beheaded. The system was alight with exploding spheres as the three remaining battleships turned their attention to a single planet in the system, the planet, which had been glowing with life, technology and culture, began a different form of glowing.
Clarice cried openly in her suit as she watched the small creatures vibrate in a wailing chorus of despair.
Clarice had time to dry her eyes by the time the second rescue cargo ship from NC1723 arrived at Hangpoint. The ship, with its large rings, was too large for the internal cargo bays inside Hangpoint so like with the first shipment, the precious contents of the cargo bays had to be transferred on a smaller cargo ship, which normally shuttled freight between Hangpoint and the moon. Robots moved most of the contained boxes. The aliens themselves attempted to carry their precious infants they had nursed on the journey to Earth, but in their bulky suits the poor aliens could not properly handle their own delicate pressurized containers and so Clarice had robots complete their task.
Clarice took a special interest in the transfer of all the cargo, personally supervising it by guiding the spindly robots moving the boxes. With her dominion of robots all around her, she escorted the new aliens to their habitat and, when the cargo ship was empty, she stood in a pressure suit and watched the emotional union of the two groups from afar.
The aliens busied themselves touching and vibrating to each other. She noticed they were eagerly resonating out welcomes, news and what it was like to live in their little corner of the human’s artificial moon. Clarice’s suit translated some of the conversations, it did not translate well and listening to them only made her feel like an intruder. The new aliens were torn by grief, happiness of their own survival, and awe of their new residence.
The cell the aliens were allocated was large. A kilometer on a side and two thousand meters tall, it provided the species plenty of room to create their farms and set up their houses. There were five large open areas, stacked vertically on top of each other, each chamber being two-hundred meters tall and filled with thick columns. Clarice lived in a similar column in another cell in Hangpoint, the dimensions were nothing new to her. The NC1723 creatures could guess at the structural complexities and forces that surrounded them, but Clarice knew it all, every stress, every joint and girder were as well known to her mind as her own body.
As the aliens let their emotions flow, Clarice stood and watched in her mind another great battle of ring-destroyers and battleships, one of several battles that she had silently watched, as others in the Society and the Empire moved the great ships in a dance of mutual destruction. She saw ships as large as whole Indonesian islands she had known as a small child, collide in a furry of torn and burnt space, creating destruction that seemed far out of proportion to even their large sizes. In the last week she had gone from numb to terrified and back to numb again—she felt tiny and insignificant in the happenings of the galaxy, unable to comprehend even her own Society.
Clarice was thinking of leaving when an alien walked up to her and vibrated.
Her suit translated, “You are leaving?”
“Yes,” she said and beside her a small robot vibrated out her reply.
The alien spoke again, “You are our keeper?”
Clarice shook her head, “No, you have no keeper. I only help you.”
“You are a child?”
Clarice was annoyed at the question. She thought this had already been settled. Besides, it was a petty point compared to everything that was happening. She sighed and replied in an annoyed manner, “I am not completely grown. Soon I will be.”
The aliens vibrated, “Our planet and home was destroyed along with all that we knew. What will you do if the Empire comes here?”
Clarice had asked herself that question a hundred times, everyone in the Society had. She spoke the usual response, “Fight and run.”
“How much of your planet do you intend to take with you if you run?”
“We already have large samples moving to a distant planet.”
“And humans?”
“Many will be taken.”
“Will we be going as well?”
Clarice knew that this was what the alien was asking about, would they be taken if evacuation of Earth was required. Clarice spoke, “I will retain several modified fast cargo ships in the Earth system for all the alien species in Hangpoint. We, however, have no place to take you to. The cargo ships cannot suffice for long and we have found no suitable planet for you.”
“You have ships far larger than the small cargo ships we came here in.”
Clarice nodded and her nod was translated as a simple affirmative.
The alien did not reply, reading her answer in her actions, realizing they would not be given quarter in the massive cargo hold of a Skeleton ship, not even an explorer ship
Clarice wondered if the conversation was over and was about to turn when the alien resonated once again, “We have a request.”
She sighed, Hoping their complaint was about some aspect of their present situation, not about their uncertain future, which she did not care to discuss. She asked in another sigh, “What?”
“We would like to visit Earth.”
Earth? Clarice had been hoping for a small adjustment in the cell’s environment or some compound they felt they needed, this request, however, was unexpected. “Earth? What for?”
“To see more of the human species than just a single child.”
Clarice studied the alien. They were small, smaller than her and wore little clothing, just patches of padding over their more sensitive parts, much like an athlete prepared for a dangerous sport. They were soft lanky creatures, with large heads and large yellow eyes that tended to drill into her. They wanted to see humanity, she could only guess at their reason. To see who had saved them?
Clarice consulted her PC and nodded saying, “I will take three of you for two hours.”
The alien turned and vibrated to the others and she waited for them to prepare, regretting getting involved with their fanciful desires.
Several minutes later three aliens were in their pressure suits, which were much more complicated than hers. She could see many features of their suits that could be improved, but she did not really care, their suits were their problem. Once outside the alien atmosphere of the creature’s Hangpoint habitat, a domestic robot removed her own suit from her body and they began the slow and annoying task of navigating the ungainly aliens to transport tubes and then the docking bays. The ship she chose was not Micah’s old van nor an M-20, but a newer van that she knew she could borrow, it was Vicky’s. It was sixty meters long and half that in height, but still fit in a medium sized bay in Hangpoint. The heavy ship had a full compliment of robots, including large killers and numerous spheres. Vicky was apparently not taking any chances, which seemed darkly ironic to Clarice.
The aliens fit poorly in the seats with their bulky suits, but well enough for Clarice’s approval, although she thought she noticed some doubt in their vibrations as they talked amongst themselves.
Minutes later the van smoothly plowed through the atmosphere in a most pleasing manner, offering no hint that it was doing something it could not do for all of eternity. The monitors that surrounded the main seating area showed the blue and black horizon rise and the surface develop more detailed. Clarice watched in silence as the island home of her early childhood rose up in her eyes. She let her mind recall the green jungles, the rains and the coral beaches where she had spent so many of her days. She felt a lump in her throat, Indonesia, her home. Why did she not visit more often?
The ship came to perfectly smooth halt only centimeters over the flat platform of her village. It was just as she remembered, robots having kept the jungle at bay.
The front of the van slid forward with respect to the rest of the craft and in the exposed neck, three large slits like the gills of a shark appeared, and through the open gill slits daylight streamed into the interior. Clarice breathed in the smell of the jungle and a small smile came to her. She looked at her guests and with a smile informed them, “This is where I lived as a small child.”
She left the aliens to themselves and floated through a slit and onto the platform, a small entourage of half a dozen robots followed her. A small transport was there, it had come to meet the incoming ship. In the distance over the trees, she saw the tall black buildings marking one of several community buildings in the dispersed village. Much of the village was subterranean, including a maze of transportation tubes, but the individual houses basked in the sun amongst the foliage.
“We can take a tube to my house!” she exclaimed as the aliens clumsily made their way from the craft in their bulky suits. She floated several meters in the air and with barely a thought, a large circular section of the old platform rose before her upon her will. The sides of the rising circular cylinder contained several large openings leading to the interior below the flat landing platform. “Follow me!”
To speed the traverse to her old home, she impatiently had some handy robots assist the clumsy aliens into the transport. Clarice took them kilometers through the network of tubes to the place she remembered so well. The transport rose to near surface where she could almost see the apartment she had lived in with her mom. Eventually they left the transport and the entourage of robots and aliens followed her into her old apartment. It was nearly empty, but there were a few things still in the room, including a transparent tank full of colorful tropic fish, the robots had taken good care of it, replacing fish as needed.
The aliens looked around and she declared proudly, “This was my home!”
One alien vibrated, “Where are all the humans?”
“Well, we are mostly in Hangpoint and the moon now.”
“Nobody lives on your planet?”
“Of course not. It is just the Society that lives other places. There are seven billion humans on Earth.”
Some vibrating translated into, “We would like to see humans not in your ‘Society’.
“Oh?” Clarice replied, realizing that was probably what they had wanted to see all along. They wanted to see people, not an empty island.
“You have cities?”
“Yeah, I suppose, sure,” Clarice shrugged and walked from her old apartment. She took a short cut that consisted of simply taking an elevator to the roof of her old house that stood over the jungle and had Vicky’s van move to hover beside the building.
A few minutes later, after arching high over the atmosphere, they came down over a large costal city. The city sprawled out below them, the various sky scrappers reaching for the blue sky, below a network of roads and freeways flowing in various directions around natural and artificial obstacles. The city looked alive in the morning sun. She picked out a large park to land, unfortunately it was filled with people playing some sort of ball game that her PC informed her was known as soccer. Clarice landed there anyway, letting the earthlings run, spoiling the game. The crowd was all the better for the NC1723 aliens, she thought, who wanted to see Earth people.
The ship’s head extended and the large slits flashed open. This time it was spheres swarming out of the towering hulk and larger robots preceded Clarice from the ship. The guard robots ran into the park, others clung close to her in a protective circle. The killer robots ignored the NC1723 creatures, focusing only on protecting Clarice. The air was full of spheres that had emerged from the ship.
To her annoyance all the people had backed further away from her than what she would have liked, since the aliens had wanted to see Earth humans. She thought to herself, it was no wonder she never visited Earth, they were so unfriendly. She could see many of the players in their strange bright uniforms among the crowd. She had never seen a soccer game, she momentarily wondered what it was like and an image of a professional match formed in her head. “Boring,” she muttered and turned to see the aliens were still struggling with their bulky suits to exit the ship.
Clarice had grown up knowing all about aliens—the Society had found hundreds of planets with life, and dozens that held intelligent life. She knew those on Earth were not aware of much of what the Society did, but she simply had to put her hands on her hips and wonder how odd Earth people could be at times, she saw no reason for all the screaming and running. She wondered what they would do if an Empire battleship appeared, would they kill themselves in fright?
A dog ran across the open gap between her and the distant crowd, a child ran after it. The boy called out, “Sparky, come back. Sparky stop!”
The dog was not well behaved, Clarice thought as she silently instructed the robots not to kill it. The dog approached a robot and barked. The child rushed up, grabbed his small dog and ran back to the mass of adults who were madly waving for him to hurry.
“Animals,” Clarice muttered to herself.
One of the aliens vibrated, “What was that creature?”
“It was a small boy,” Clarice replied.
“The quadruped.”
“A dog, a pet.”
“What does it do?”
“Nothing, it is just a pet.”
“Sentient?”
Clarice sighed, “No, it is just a dumb animal that cannot do anything but run around and make noise. Some humans keep them for companions.”
“But they are not sentient?”
“No.”
“What sort of a companion would that be?”
“I don’t know, I never had one.” Clarice did not mention that she would not mind having one, but not one like that particular stupid creature that thought it so great as to bark at a robot. If it had not been for the little boy—
The alien stepped forward and vibrated, “Are these all humans?”
“Yes. Except the dog.” She looked out over the crowd that was keeping at what she estimated to be sixty meters away, lined up along the edge of the field. They were pouring into the street and traffic was stopped. She asked, “Would you like to see one?”
“No. We would like to see the city.”
“Okay then, we will walk into the city.”
Spheres lashed the sky as Clarice walked over the grass at a slow rate the aliens could follow. The crowd parted long before their arrival providing a wide opening. The street lay before her, filled with cars that could not move for all their numbers. They looked like robots themselves, wheeled robots that were designed to transport humans. They also looked menacing, capable of squashing her precious charges. Clarice noticed the people that had been in them had chosen to abandon their transports. With gentle push of her mind the primitive and inert machines parted before her in a screeching of metal and a clear path across the street lay before her and her followers.
Robots led the way a block in advance, clearing the city streets and sidewalks. At each of her sides were twenty more and behind her many more. Spheres and other flying robots from the ship and the city converged on her and formed a diffuse three-dimensional protective shield that hovered around her as she slowly strolled between the buildings.
To Clarice the city smelled. She knew they had robots of their own, but still the street looked dirty, it was made dirty and she could see dirt within the cracks of the tar surface. How crude, she thought, of all things, they choose to walk on tar. The buildings above her were full of flaws and looked like they might fall at any moment. Weak, brittle bricks and mortar, aluminum and glass. She hoped an earthquake was not about to occur. She should have brought a set of robots to sense ground movement, an array of a hundred or so in the surrounding land would have sufficed. But then how was she to know the aliens wanted to walk through the city? She reached out with her mind and some seismic sensors began their development. She frowned, they would not be ready in time.
“The city was made by humans,” her PC reminded her.
She thought of humans carrying the iron, hanging the wires and pouring the concrete. It had taken generations. Yet the city was no more massive than a single Society outpost, which was made with only a handful of humans who never soiled their clothing. The people of Earth were barbaric, living like animals.
She could see people in the distance watching her and talking to themselves, or to a device on their wrist—that device she knew was their link to SIG, their Central Computer that they spoke to. She had to smile at them, with a thought she could make their precious Central Computer say whatever she wanted. Still she let them have their toy, it seemed to give meaning to their otherwise petty lives. She thought of her dead uncle Kurt, he used to pour his heart out to SIG, but to her annoyance, somehow he had never spoken a word about his encounter with Dennis Walker’s PC.
In the distance Clarice could see a construction project, it was part of their new transportation system, part of a global system that would replace the hordes of clumsy wheeled transports they drove. It was major feat for them, even with their robots it would take years. Already their old transports were all electric, the internal combustion engine having been laid to rest by the Society. Only now, and only with the gifts the Society gave to them, were they beginning to rise higher from the tar.
They slowly walked down the sidewalk, the three aliens looking around trying to see all they could. Clarice had seen their grand cities on NC1723 and wondered how could they see anything in the Earth city except trash in comparison?
An alien vibrated, “Do all Earth humans live in cities like this?”
Demographic maps appeared in Clarice’s mind and she replied, “No, many live in towns or by themselves. Half live in cities, few live in this part of the city.”
“This is not where humans live?”
“Humans on Earth live in houses, in the outer parts of the city. They come here to the center of the city to do work during the day.”
“What kind of work?”
Clarice had to think about it, and with a suggestion from her PC replied, “Here they organize their labors.”
“We wish to enter a building.”
“Which one?”
“The big one, ahead of us.”
Clarice led the aliens to the front door, which the robots had conveniently removed long before their arrival. She noticed the inside of the building was cleaner than outside, but had a cold atmosphere. People were in the building, all standing in corners. Clarice ran her eyes over their faces, most turned at her glance as if she was ugly to look upon. She frowned and decided to ignore them and turned her attention on how to enter further into the building. She was already ten meters into it and it was about forty-five meters on a side, so she figured the center had to be another twelve meters ahead.
A voice in her said, “The CC recommends taking the elevator higher up into the building. Walk forward, I think I can recognize them.”
Clarice walked forward and faced the closed doors. A green light blinked with an audible tone and a set of doors opened then the strangely dressed occupants that had been talking began leaving, walking beside her, nearly bumping into her. She was amused as they saw the three aliens and the robots, choosing to halt their talk and begin a program of more rapid movement.
She turned to the empty elevator, which was in the slow process of closing its doors, and her PC filled her in on its operation. She pushed a button with an up arrow on it. A bell chimed somewhere and the doors opened again and she did as her PC suggested, holding it open with her hand, which for a moment she was sure was going to result in some serious time in a med-chamber. However, the door did not slice off her hand and she found she could hold it open despite its efforts—it was a weak slow door. Obviously the building was poorly built, every nerve in her body screamed at her that she was making a mistake. She was not supposed to be here, it was too dangerous.
The aliens entered the elevator and only a single translation robot and a small guard robot could fit in. She too stepped in and began to sweat with nervousness, how could she bring three NC1723 aliens to Earth and submit them to the fragilities of Earth people? She stifled an urge to bolt as she watched the doors close, trapping her in the small crowded box. Still the Central Computer never advised a different route or a different activity than looking inside a building. There were other ways to look in an Earth building, safe ways, send in a few spheres.
She stood there in a mild panic, there was almost nothing to hold onto, just a single horizontal bar at waist height which she gripped tightly. After a while her PC said, ‘push the button marked fifty-three’. She turned her attention to the array of buttons, crude mechanical switches. She reached over and pushed the button which turned brighter white, her other hand keeping a firm grip on the railing. Once she had the button pushed she quickly changed position, grabbing the guard robot firmly with both hands. The elevator moved, she waited for it to accelerate then waited some more. She watched a tiny red monitor print out numbers.
Her PC told her they were moving at the proper speed for the elevator. She scoffed; it was a slug, more junk, she should not be here, it was dangerous. She watched the numbers increase and hoped there was not an earthquake about to happen. She scolded herself for not squeezing in another robot.
When the doors finally decided to open, she could hardly contain her excitement to leave the tiny box. She was not sure why they were there, but she knew that she was not getting in another of the Earth people’s transport tubes again and she silently called the van. The room they had entered had a carpeted floor and two of the walls were lined with elevator doors, the other two walls were made of glass, a strange and poorly located obstacle. She tried to open a glass door by pushing on it. It was stuck so she tried pulling, which did not work either.
“It is locked,” her PC informed her. Her PC pointed out a small device on the wall beside the door. It had a slot in it for a piece of coded plastic. Her PC ran through the specifications of the locking device. She shrugged and gave the robot beside her a mental nudge, the door opened with some noise and a bit of a mess.
She led the aliens through the door and into an office area. To her relief the spheres were already there, for which she thanked her PC, as she strolled down the hallway. She had never been in a city building before and had begun wondering for herself just what people actually did in them. For one thing she noticed, they tended to hide.
She saw windows and could see the light of the day outside. She walked to the window and it shattered before, her along with part of the wall below it, until the floor simply ended in the open sky. She felt safer; she could now simply fly out. She stood on the edge and looked at the city streets below, emergency vehicles were there and crowds of people. In the distance she could see the water ships in the ocean port. The city, as crude as it was, was teeming with a life of its own. The van was on the other side of the building, but she called it to where she was and watched as it came alongside the building, placing one of its slit openings against the opened window. She felt the building move as the van pressed against the new opening. That was good, she thought, they would easily be able to leave by simply walking out into the van, which could also help support the building in the event of an earthquake.
Clarice turned her attention to her guests and one vibrated, “They are afraid of you.”
She shrugged, of course they were afraid of the Society, she thought to herself. They were but barbarians, afraid of many things. She replied, “They are afraid of the robots.”
“Why are they afraid of the robots?”
Clarice said, “It used to be that Earth people carried weapons. They did not like my Society and often tried to kill us. The robots have now removed all their weapons. Some of them died.” Clarice knew there was more to it, the Earth people had been afraid of robots long before the Society began to fight back. She smiled and said, “Let us see what they do here.”
She entered a small nearby room, it had a wood desk and the shelves were full of books and stacks of paper. She walked to the shelf and pulled out a book, a binder. Inside it was filled with numbers and partial words, hundreds of pages of meaningless garbage. She could not fathom what useful information the book held. Her PC told her, “It is an accounting ledger. This is how they keep track of money.”
Clarice shook her head, this was not real work, she was in the wrong place. She silently asked her PC, “Where is a room where real work is done, the planning of activities.”
“The CC says it is here.”
“Here? In this room?”
“And in many others.”
Clarice put the book on the cluttered wood desk and the aliens looked at it. She tried to find a better book, she pulled out one that was labeled on the binder, “Theory and Practice of Team Management, Course One.”
This, she thought, would be a good book and opened the pages and began to read. She flipped to more pages and read some more. The pages were barely filled, most had big sections on them for comments that were blank. In disgust she tossed the book on the floor and looked at the bookcase again. She pulled out ten more, using a random search pattern guided by her PC. Nothing in the books told what work was done in the office.
Clarice had ignored the woman hiding under the desk, but now walked to see her, bent down and asked her, “What work is done in this office?”
The woman looked at Clarice and said in barely coherent squeak, “What work?”
“I came to find work and I cannot see it. Tell me, what work is done in this building, where can I find it?”
While she was looking at the tongue-tied woman, a voice came into Clarice’s head, “The CC informs that the work done in the building is of a financial nature. They study accounts and determine where to spend money. They study proposals on how to spend money, always with trying to figure how to make more money. We will find little of what we consider work in this place.”
An alien vibrated and the woman acted like she had been electrically shocked. Clarice noticed the woman under the desk had not yet seen the aliens who stood on the other side of her desk. Her PC translated, “We wish to see who you are speaking to.”
Clarice nodded and said to the woman under the desk, “Come out here, we wish to see you.”
The woman did not move, Clarice could she was shaking and crying in fright. Clarice spoke silently to the translation robot, “She will not come, she is frightened.” Clarice looked at the woman shudder as if with pain as the translation robot resonated her words to the aliens.
“Then we will find another,” the alien replied.
Clarice led them out of the office and down the hall. Clarice noticed almost everyone had left the floor, she could not find another person anywhere. “Only the woman under the desk remains,” a voice said in her head. She was tiring of the building and gave the guard robot instructions.
“All have left but the person under the desk,” Clarice announced, “She will be with us shortly.”
The robot came back after a few seconds, the exasperated woman in its grip.
Clarice gave a command and the robot deposited the limp sobbing woman on the floor at her feet. The woman looked up and saw the aliens, but was trapped by the robot and could not crawl away, if she could even find the courage to do so.
Disgusting, Clarice thought. The woman was old, at least forty Clarice thought. Her PC said, “Thirty-three, her name is Janet Brown. She has four children, but remains unmarried.”
The woman was not sterile, one of the few. Clarice knew there was social pressure on the fertile women of Earth to have as many children as possible, four was not much. Clarice spoke to the woman, “Janet, stand up and talk to us.”
To Clarice’s surprise, the woman managed to find her feet and stood and she was taller than anyone else in the hall. Her belly was swollen from her latest pregnancy. Clarice reached out to touch the swollen abdomen, but the woman jerked reflexively, apparently in fear and Clarice let her hand drop.
Clarice said, “These are my guests. We have come to see what work is done in this building. We have learned it is work dealing with money. What do you do?” When Clarice finished the robot resonated out her meaning to the aliens.
The woman had gone from white to red, and had trouble finding something to say, but stuttered, “Investment manager.”
Clarice’s PC explained to her the woman’s job. It was disappointing and Clarice felt like it was time to go back to Hangpoint, the city was a waste of time. A robot translated the woman’s words and a brief description of the job.
One of the aliens vibrated towards the woman, “Why are you afraid?”
Clarice heard the question and relayed, “He asks why you are afraid. What is your answer?”
The woman composed herself, and looked at the alien standing before her in the alien pressure suit. She looked for a long time at the creature and Clarice was trying in her mind to second-guess the woman’s answer. Clarice thought, maybe she will just collapse back to her hands and knees and sob.
The woman looked at the guard robot that had thrown the desk from over her and carried her to the hall and said to it, “Who are you?”
The translation robot vibrated out the reply, but Clarice found that she was confused and asked her PC, “Who was she talking to?”
Her PC replied, “All of us. She simply is facing the one thing she understands the most, the guard robot.”
Clarice was about to speak, but an alien began to vibrate and she heard the translation in her head. She turned to the woman and spoke, “I will speak their words to you. They say we are from a distant world that no longer exists. We live by the pity of humans, at their mercy. We wish to know why humans are split in two, why some live in space, while other do not. Why are a small portion of humans so great, while the rest live as they should on Earth. Why are you afraid of the child?”
The woman looked at Clarice as she spoke and long after Clarice was finished. For the first time Clarice felt uncomfortable by the gaze of an Earth person. She considered putting a quick end to the silliness the trip to Earth had become. If the NC1723 being wanted to ask a question like that they should be asking her, not some hysterical Earth-bound woman.
The woman spoke with a stutter while looking at Clarice, “They k—kill.”
The robot vibrated out the translation, then the alien vibrated out a reply that Clarice hesitantly relayed, “We have seen nothing but compassion in those who visited our world. Why does this child, which brought us here in astounding vessels, frighten you?”
Clarice did not like where this was heading, bringing the aliens to Earth had been a mistake. She scolded herself for being stupid. Still, she was curious and waited for the woman to speak.
The woman, spoke, “The Spacers have saved nobody on this planet.”
One of the aliens reached out a hand and touched Janet’s belly, Janet had a strained expression on her face, but stood her ground, allowing the touch. Clarice felt her anger rise and shouted out at the woman, “That is not true! We have saved you all! Only now are you climbing from the filth. We saved the planet’s ecosystem, we saved you from overpopulation! Most of all we saved you from the greedy and power hungry, the old governments! Earth was wallowing in its own quagmire before the Society cleaned it. You owe the Society everything!”
Not until she was completed did Clarice notice the robot was vibrating out her reply. She turned to the robot with her anger and it suddenly went silent. The guard robot began to pace and a sphere lashed through a wall, and Clarice turned hotly to the three aliens and said in an angry loud voice, “We will go now!” and the robot began to vibrate her words. Clarice did not look back, as she flew down the hall to the ship’s gill slit that was against the breach in the building.
Clarice was silent as the three aliens found their seat in the van. The ship was already kilometers into the sky before the aliens were positioned to their satisfaction in the seats.
She was hoping for a quiet return to Hangpoint when one alien vibrated, “We know why they are afraid of you.”
Clarice gave the ship a bit more acceleration, knowing it would only increase the alien’s discomfort.
The alien spoke again, “You are abominations.”
Clarice gave the alien a hard look, but did not reply. She turned to the monitors showing Hangpoint in the icy blackness.
“You are the same as that frightened woman. There is no difference, only what you call your Society is different, it is unnatural, an abomination.”
Clarice shot back, “How would you know? You are not that smart, you don’t go faster than light or have machines that think! You could not even do anything to save your planet!”
“Nor should you have been able to. You are dogs.”
Clarice frowned, a base insult. This was not how the trip was supposed to have gone. She had been so stupid to take them to Earth!
“You are dogs flying faster than light. Your religion serves you well. You are an abomination of nature.”
Clarice said hotly, “We are not dogs!”
“What if you saw a dog, a creature that is not sentient, look through a telescope and declare, ‘That is where I shall go.’ What if you then saw the dog, which is not sentient, build a ship better than you can and fly into space?”
Clarice replied, “That is stupid. Dogs cannot do such things, they are animals.”
“You call us stupid yet this is what we see, you are like the dog flying into space. It cannot happen.”
Clarice spoke clearly and sternly through tight teeth, “We have flown into space, we are not dogs.”
“How is it that a child of your brain size saved NC1723? Why is it the female of your species hides under furniture when you come? How is it that you know so little of your own planet?”
Clarice pushed the van a bit more, the trip would soon be over.
“Are you afraid to answer us?”
“I am not afraid of you!”
“We sit in a ship that would humble our greatest scientists and you fly it with your mind, not a control in sight, as if you are walking on the ground. You fly without regard for the universe, teasing time so that you arrive before you have left, receiving messages before they are sent. We cannot understand any of how this is done, how a child of a lesser species has humbled us. How can any ordinary species pretend to compare themselves with you, no matter how intelligent and long lived they are, or how superior they once thought they were. I ask you, should we be afraid of you?”
Clarice turned back to the monitors
The alien taunted, “You do not know. The child dog does not know how she has flown into space, or even that she has!”
“I know enough! Be quiet!”
“In all our might, in all our vast and great being, that exceeded yours by a thousand fold, if there is anything we have created that you have not, then it is not from any failure of yours, you simply have not yet wished it. Do you ever feel that things are not as they should be?”
Clarice tried to tune out the gibberish question. The acceleration of the van was dropping, they would be on the ring in a few seconds, perhaps that would shut up the aliens.
“What guides you child? Why did you save us?”
The ship slipped into a large airlock, deep in the folds of Hangpoint’s rings, and began its journey through the winding passages to its bay. Clarice said, “We have a system of cooperation, it was my task assigned to me.”
“Who decided?”
Clarice frowned, “The Central Computer.”
“Is the Central Computer your mind?”
“No!”
“Yet it tells you what to do?”
“It only suggests, that is all. It helps us become organized, that is all! Now be quiet!”
The alien was not quiet and it began to vibrate. Clarice considered telling the translating robot to stop relaying messages, but before she could the alien said, “We cannot help you if you refuse to look inside yourself. You must first look inside for the truth of what you are, only then can you find out why you fly faster than it is possible for matter to physically move.”
Anthony Hartley’s body was immersed in the dark fluids, tubes brought to his new body what it needed to grow. He could move and feel them, however, he rarely made the effort. His new brain, which held his mind, was fully functional and with it he flew over the many worlds of the Society, far from being trapped in the dark tank. In the vast outer darkness he saw and felt the many outposts, the ships, the steady stream of the mighty ring-destroyers flowing from Aquila, the greatest of all the Society’s planets.
It was ring-destroyers he most enjoyed. The mighty black ships only resembled the previous Skeleton ships in the basic configuration, the massive cargo bays were gone and the great arches now held the staggeringly powerful ring weapons. The new black ships somehow looked more like the five original Skeleton ships than the cargo version.
Anthony could also see the Empire, its hundreds of ships creeping into what he arrogantly decided was Society’s space. He could not feel them the way he felt the Society’s ships, but he saw much in the glimpses of them, a ship arriving in one system then another. Their path could be projected, their behavior understood. The smaller and apparently expendable scouts led the charge, their alien crews smashing themselves to bits against the Society in an effort to illuminate to the battleships what lay ahead. It was madness, they struck so boldly with all their might, in tactics that offered them no chance for retreat—as if they were fighting for their very existence, just like the Society was.
He wondered if Darkon had brought on this ferocity—had Darkon’s strikes made them wonder if they were going to survive? Were their hearts filled with dread like so many throughout the Society? It was known they were a species of great culture, forward thinking creatures of intelligence and art who appreciated beauty as no animal could. Anthony knew they could be more like humans than any other species so far encountered. It made them all the more vulnerable to his traps.
Anthony found simple cargo ships were invaluable for distributing spheres, laying them out then collecting and moving them, a million at a time. The enemy hunting him sent their own probes, which could gather old or new data, depending on how close they choose to venture to him. It was a trade-off, risk-of-detection versus freshness-of-data, where their stealthier needles had an advantage. He let them have their stealth advantage, which made them bold and often a first strike. However, he could anticipate the arrival of the scout ships, giving them a taste, a partial victory—then the battleships followed, but the ring-destroyers would be waiting. Four ring-destroyers could form a configuration around a system that ensured a first strike at the arriving battleships.
Anthony was not the only one playing the cat and mouse game, the Central Computer ran millions of simulations for each confrontation, and more eyes were pouring into the contested space and further into the Empire, watching with tiny glimpses the creep of more and more battleships heading to replace those that he twisted to rubble. On both sides of the conflict, for every two ships destroyed, three took their place.
It was a game that hundreds of Society members played, moving the billions of robots like players in a grand chessboard. At stake were planets and a planet lost was a planet destroyed, and sadly the Society had lost many good planets, their systems full of rubble that would float among the systems and stars for billions of years. To many in the Society, the presence of the rubble was a distinct indicator that in itself spoke of the rarity of the conflict. No place in all their travels had ever they found the floating space debris of an ancient battle. The system of Alshain contained the debris from the recent conflict, but there was nothing in any other system to have ever suggested that species from different solar systems had ever before collided. The Alshainian conflict represented an enigma that tugged at his consciousness, a subtle hint that something had happened that was not as it appeared to be. It was a distraction, if he allowed his mind to dwell on it, as was Vicky.
Vicky was not so much a dilemma as just a fortunate event, which had brought enormous amounts of new information, clues as to how his enemy thought, their philosophy reflected in their actions, their concepts revealed through their designs. Throughout her flight, her senses and those of her robots gathered information, which when he was ready for it, was allowed to seep into his mind. Now, even as he dispersed hundreds of millions of tonnes of metal in orbits around distant suns, Vicky was captured and additional information was gathered.
The great machines of the Empire were finally able to converge and burrow through the planet’s rock faster than the M-20s ill-suited weapons could vaporize the rock to dig deeper. In the ensuing fight the Empire lost much of their equipment and city, as the two tough M-20s fought to the end. Eventually a mighty mining machine finally managed to crack the armor of the relatively tiny ship. To extract the broken human every robot on the ship had to be violently destroyed, again at a significant cost of the Empire’s own robots.
Vicky was unconscious through the ordeal, but he, and the rest of the Society, watched the fight through the eyes of the ships and robots, expecting at any moment for her to finally succumb to the inevitable so she could once again begin her life anew. It was a shock to see the aliens carry away her living body from the remains of the M-20.
Many tried to wake her, none more than her PC, who was in favor of beginning the final mind transfer and letting the nano-probes rip her brain until death came. The PC argued that it was never Vicky’s intent to be captured and she would not have wanted to have lived this long. However, he argued to wait until there was clear evidence that her body was being stressed, after all, Vicky’s ears were still operating and the sounds around her were being captured for all the Society to hear. Her ears brought to the Society the incessant clicking that could have been made only by an organic machine, the speech of the Empire. Every fragment of sound held another clue as to whom they were fighting.
Hopefully she would awake, then he would know more, much more, about his enemy.
When Vicky awoke she was lying on her back. She breathed deeply and felt the ache of broken bones that were not set correctly. Her body was full of pain and her eyes flickered open to see bright lights. She looked at the lights and slowly they dimmed to a more reasonable level as her eyes adjusted. She could see herself above her, a reflection in the transparent material that hovered overhead. She studied her face, the strange tubes in her nose and mouth that gave her oxygen, the sores and cuts, the ragged strands of hair. She did not like the hair and told herself next time there would be none. Even as she made the thought, she felt her PC inform her that the change in her new body design was already underway.
“Where am I?” she asked in thought.
“In the Empire, you have been captured. Turn your head if you can, everyone is watching.”
She contemplated that the network was working, the aliens had not found the tiny probes or com-chip yet. Perhaps they never would. Perhaps her new role was to be a mole within the enemy’s house.
Turning her head was not simple, nor was it without pain since her neck was poorly healed. But she put forth the effort required and she saw them, those she fought to kill. She was in a room that was full of white equipment. It was a large room, she could not see the far end, but saw that it was at least thirty meters in the distance. There were many aliens standing in the room, they were close, looking back at her as if to study her movements. She struggled to turn her head to the other side and saw a similar scene, more room, more white equipment, more watching aliens. She also saw that she was in an enclosed transparent case, her body and limbs securely fastened to the platform she was lying on. She looked up and saw large rings of metal move to encompass her.
“Those are coils,” her PC spoke in her head. “It is calculated that the magnetic field strength it may be able to produce could destroy the nano-probes.”
“Kill me now,” she replied.
Her PC said, “I have already begun, but it will be a long time.”
Vicky heard and felt a sharp snap and asked, “What was that?”
There was no reply.
A curious thought filled her mind and she whispered, “Can you hear me? Anyone?”
She turned her head to the side again and saw the alien creatures still standing there, this time the exoskeletons appeared to be amused.
Clarice sat in disbelief and could only watch Marvice, whose expression dropped to an intense pain. Marvice mouthed a silent word, her voice would not come. Clarice moved to her and Marvice fell to pieces in her arms. It was the worst of all possible outcomes, Vicky captured on the examination table, and her link broken. All that the two girls could do was to imagine the horrible, the unthinkable.
Marvice cried for several minutes and Clarice whispered, “She is not alone.”
“Yes she is!” Marvice cried. “They could be doing anything to her!”
“They will kill her quickly, she will be fine.” Clarice said trying to comfort her friend, although she knew it was a lie.
Marvice wailed, “They won’t kill her, they will keep her alive, to experiment with!”
Clarice was aware that there was no reason the Empire would not make the most of their good fortune, learning all they could of the human mind followed by the body. She did not need her PC to tell her all the theories that had been presented, nobody was expecting Vicky to die easy. Already Sartor had begun to activate the new body in a tank. The mind implant would take weeks, but Vicky would be born again, even thought her other self may lay tormented on the examination table, in an unknown hellish place. Was she on the planet or was she on a ship? The sounds and images were being studied, but nobody knew.
Marvice’s eyes and face were red and she sobbed, “I don’t know what to do.”
A voice behind them said, “Work for her cause.”
The girls turned and saw Lindy standing looking at them.
“My mom!” Marvice cried to Lindy.
Lindy replied soothingly, “She has been stolen from us.”
“Their going to torture her!”
Lindy shook her head, “No. They cannot. Not Vicky.”
“But they have her, she can’t die!”
Lindy sat beside them and said, “She has had her mind copied.”
“I know. She needs to die!”
“Do you know how it is done? Do you know of the procedure in the chamber?”
“Yes,” Marvice said while softly weeping.
“Did you know Richard recently had it done?”
“No.”
“He did, now I can hardly recognize him. His body is the same, but not his mind.”
Marvice nodded, she knew how the procedure changes people.
“Good. You have seen what your mother had become, we all did. Listen to me Marvice, do not project your limitations onto your mother. She does not think like us anymore. She has much more control over her mind. I have spoken to several who have had their minds copied, of everyone in the Society, they are the least concerned, they know what Vicky can do. Even your own father has sent reassurances to you, listen to him.”
Marvice was silent for a few seconds and whispered to herself, “Dad?”
Clarice and Lindy sat in silence as Marvice closed her eyes in the mental grip of her distant father. Tears still flowed down her face, but now she held a tight thin mouth, one of hope and understanding. She nodded to words only she heard and silently whispered words that only her far away father could hear.
Clarice lay in her bed that night and thought about all that had happened, her uncle’s death, the destruction of NC1723 and how its survivors referred to her as a dog, and the capture of Vicky. Of all that had happened, it was the alien words that still resonated in Clarice, long after the translation was complete. She was convinced the aliens had misinterpreted much of what it was to be human, especially a human in the Society, but still the words came to her as if in a dream, was there something wrong with the Society? Were they really abominations of nature?
Just before Vicky had been captured, Clarice had told Marvice of the disastrous trip to Earth and what the aliens had said. “Sounds like envy to me,” Marvice had replied. “They think they are so much smarter, yet they had not learned to travel faster then light. They’re just feeling bad.”
Clarice lay in her bed and wondered if perhaps Marvice had been wrong, they did not seem like the type to hold envy the way humans did. They seemed very confident something was wrong with the Society. The little genius aliens were looking for something, something she did not even know existed—perhaps a secret?
Micah’s PC might know something, but it was not talking much anymore. Micah’s PC had said Dennis Walker was banished to Alshain, she had never heard of such a thing, did everyone know? Did Marvice and Lindy know? Micah’s PC had said it so casually, like there were lots of banished PCs.
Dennis Walker was not talking either, but she knew the robot knew something. Alshain was not far, but she had little appetite to go the nasty planet. Besides, for all she knew it was Dennis who had killed her uncle, would he kill her as well if he could? Clarice knew it was a ridiculous thought, but there it was, she was afraid to go to Alshain. She was even afraid to talk about Dennis Walker. Whoever had commanded the sphere to kill Kurt had done so without the Central Computer knowing, which meant the killing sphere must have had an extra com-chip in it. Was this common, were there lots of robots with extra chips in them?
She wondered if Vicky was still alive, was she being tortured? She tried to reach out, but there was nothing. She shifted her mind and once again reached out and caressed the Relevance, as she had a hundred times before, taking note of where it was. It was a long ways from the planet it had last attacked, Darkon seemed to be changing his tactics. She longed to feel Darkon, but once again, could not. She whispered into the darkness, “Darkon?”
Clarice felt a chill run along her spine. Something was wrong. Lots of things were wrong. It was deep things that were wrong, things beyond the normal day-to-day activities, it was how the universe was supposed to work that was wrong. A phrase came to her mind, ‘Your religion serves you well.’ It was something the NC1723 alien had said. She had dismissed it before, but now it stabbed at her, awakening something deep inside her mind. She had never though of herself having a religion, but perhaps in someway she did and something was wrong with it.
She suddenly knew what she had to do. A second later, even as she lay in the dark, robots began to move to once again gather her belongings. Her PC selected a ship that would be departing Luna1 in four hours, she could make it. The lights in the room grew brighter and the bed tilted up—robots came and began to dress her.
She thought silently, “Tell Marvice she will have to take care of the sentients for a while—I’m going to Aquila.”
Sartor was at a small table by himself on the fast passenger ship. Clarice watched him from afar as the man slowly fiddled with the food on his plate and sipped on his beverage. The man was often in the lounge where she had watched him for weeks—she had decided that Sartor was the one person on the entire ship that had fewer friends than she. She at least had people who came and sat down beside her to discuss some of the finer points of the sentients in Hangpoint. People came and offered her assurances that Aquila was a paradise in the rough and that she would enjoy the planet’s wide-open spaces of tilled soil that was covered with grass. The young men on the ship had all made her aware of their presence, one way or another, striking up a conversation in a lounge, or by simply sending a message to her PC that they were available.
She was glad for the attention, but not much interested in company, it seemed not important. She was not there to meet anyone new. Sartor, however, she found interesting. The man would sit in the lounge for an hour in silence, as if in deep concentration over his meal, then would simply leave. It was not his behavior that was interesting, many on the ship still had significant duties elsewhere and spent much time mentally in other locations. And of all those who had someplace else to be, it was Sartor who most of all should be on Luna1 with the dozens of generation tanks. Yet here he was, with her on a transport for Aquila.
It had only taken a quick inquiry to find out that Sartor’s generation tanks were now in the hands of robots and a couple of other Society members. It seemed obvious that Sartor intended to create more tanks on Aquila, yet the Central Computer never verified her theory. His presence on the ship was a mystery, she hardly had to glance at him to tell it was a secret. Even from her distant observation point, she could feel the secret that was wrapped around him like an aurora—she had been looking at it for weeks.
Her own plate of pasta and vegetables sat before her, only half consumed. Around her plate on the table was an image of the bat creatures, sentients on Hangpoint that seemed to have a poor sense of sanitation. Their cell held the highest pressure of any other cell in Hangpoint, the walls having been structurally reinforced to contain the atmosphere that was nearly three times that of Earth. Their own home world had a pressure twice that, but with the lower effective gravity on Hangpoint, the small creatures were still able fly on their broad wings.
Marvice had tried to inform the bat creatures that their planet had been destroyed, but the poor creatures could not comprehend. The concept of planets was too new to them, their language was not sophisticated enough. She had not cried over the loss of the vibrant planet, but the gruesome event had darkened her mood. What was the point of saving a few that had no planet of their own? The Empire did not bother to save species alien to them, if they had ever cared they apparently did not anymore. Perhaps, Clarice thought, the Empire, being a much older civilization had sometime in the past learned it did not pay to care for aliens.
One of the bat creatures in the image launched itself and flapped over the expanse of the cell. To them the cell was confining, they were, however, getting used to it as were the new arrivals. Just since she had been on her trip to Aquila, samples of three endangered ecosystems had arrived at Hangpoint and construction to prepare more cells was only increasing in pace. She switched to another cell, one of the new ones where the creatures were huddled in a mass in one of the ground level rooms. They were vicious looking creatures, but had chosen the deepest and darkest corner to share their common fright. Three had died on the voyage to Hangpoint, several more in the capture procedure. They reminded her of Earth people, smart, but nothing more than dogs.
Clarice looked up from the table to see Sartor rise. She looked at him as he stretched his legs and then look towards her. For a moment their eyes met and she quickly diverted hers. She, however, could tell the man was approaching.
“Hello Clarice,” Sartor said as he walked to where she was sitting.
Clarice let her plate of food disappear into the table and looked up, “Sartor Torvinian?”
“Please Clarice, call me Sartor.”
Clarice shrugged.
Sartor sat in a seat that came rolling up for him and said, “Only a couple more days.”
“Yeah,” Clarice replied. In the close proximity, she could feel the man’s deceit in the air, like an odor of the spirit.
“What is it that you’re going to Aquila for, if you don’t mind me asking?”
Clarice did mind and coldly replied, “I have some personal business to attend.”
The man was quiet for a moment than asked, “You’re a friend of Marvice, Vicky Flemming’s daughter.”
“Yes,” Clarice replied.
“Poor Marvice. It has been harder on her than anyone.”
Except Vicky, Clarice thought to herself.
“She is minding the refugees?”
“Yes,” Clarice replied, wondering if Sartor thought it was improper for her to have passed off that task to Marvice.
“It is simple work, maybe it will help her keep her mind off her mother’s fate.”
Clarice shrugged, “She’s probably dead by now.”
“I would not count on that. As a specialist of the body, I can tell you there are many things to learn from a living body that could take many months to study. Cellular functions, sensory perceptions, and of course the mind. The equipment that was in the room with her was advanced, I think they were in for the long haul.”
Clarice flashed the intruding man a sour grimace. She had heard the theories and did not need the repugnant man to rub it in. “You don’t know,” she sneered.
“Perhaps not, but I choose not to wallow in comforting delusion.”
“I know what is happening.”
“We are losing ground, do you know that?”
Clarice looked at the table, still showing the orphaned creatures pacing the balconies of the cell they occupied. “I know,” she said.
“And yet you chose to come to Aquila?”
Clarice looked at the accusing man. His point was clear, he did not think she was where she belonged. It was not a new thought to her; she had on many occasions during the journey wondered if she had made the right decision. Once again she closed her eyes and let her mind wander over Darkon’s distant ship. He was far further from Earth than any human had ever been, nearly three thousand light-years and only getting more distant. She had a burning desire to know why.
She opened her eyes and looked at the mysterious man across from her, “I have made my decision.”
“I see. Well I hope your personal business is worth it.” Sartor said as he stood.
Clarice breathed a sigh of relief as the man walked away, taking his nasty aurora with him.
She looked back at the table and the scene of the sentients. The tabletop flickered and she saw the NC1723 aliens. For the briefest of moments she wished one of them was with her, to explain to her what was wrong and why only she seemed to see it, but then she really did not feel like being called a dog again.
The passenger ship, as fast and large as any explorer-ship, came in low over the city. Having made her escape from the fast ship using a small van, Clarice could see the sprawling city where buildings were measured in kilometers and robots by the billion. Dirt between the buildings was full of Earth bacteria and Earth fungus. It was Earth grass that reached for the giant alien sun.
She had already arranged for a place to stay and her robots would be delivering her personal possessions. She was not concerned, it was not where her mind was focused. She let the van follow her gaze and bank low through the heavy air traffic, just over the tops of the monstrous black buildings. In her mind’s eye she could see the object of her desire, deep in the bowels of a giant building.
A pinpoint of an opening appeared and the van headed straight towards it, decelerating as it dropped the last kilometer. She entered the opening and was in a corridor that branched into many bays nestled in the roof of the building, but she did not stop at the bays, continuing through the passages further into the building. She emerged in a massive chamber that reminded her of a cell on Hangpoint, but it was not anyplace one would want to live. In the center, a continuous fountain of red-hot semi-molten compound flowed in a thick column that rose five hundred meters over the pool it sprouted from. The column was supported by massive rings that shoved the glowing material into the unnatural behavior, resembling more a coronal mass ejection than a tool. It was the stuff the armor was made of, and the building contained several such chambers. She momentarily understood the NC1723 creatures. The huge scale of the magnetic forge, the magnetic rings pumping trillions of amps, the cooling pipes tens of meters in diameter, the powerful robots a hundred meters in height, all rushed into her head and all she could think of was that this was not how it was supposed to be, it was impossible. It made her eyes weep.
Her van traversed the depth of the fearsome chamber, and sank into low areas in the floor, down hundreds of more meters below the pool of red-hot proto-armor, then into corridors where the van finally came to rest on a platform. She wasted no time in departing, flying from the van and down the side of the platform and into the machine and pipe filled labyrinth that was built on a scale that seemed five times too large for a human. Her PC showed her the way and she did not let the enormity of her surroundings distract her.
She had thought the equipment on Hangpoint was large, she had thought Luna1's factories were large, now she knew she was wrong. Aquila was large.
She then saw a sight she had not seen in a long time, on a floating platform were not one, but six engineers. This was where the real engineers were, they were on Aquila, pushing humanity so hard and so fast that the poor Earth people looked like mindless slugs in comparison. Clarice saw that among the engineers was the woman, Laramie. She felt a strong sense that she was not where she was supposed to be, she was supposed to be on Hangpoint, adjusting the temperature a degree now and then in some chamber, something more suitable for a fourteen-year-old girl.
She landed on the platform and the engineers turned to face her. Her PC gave her words that she spoke in a tremble, “I am here to see Laramie.”
From the group that faced her, Laramie emerged. She was shorter than the others around her, but it was clear the others were there only because she was. It was Laramie that was pushing the engineers to push Aquila. Clarice saw something else, something she doubted the engineers saw, Laramie glowed. It was not a warm glow, it was sick glow, the same glow that Sartor had. It was deceit and Clarice could see it.
“Clarice, you are a long way from home,” Laramie said with a frown.
Clarice screwed up her courage and spoke the words her PC gave her, “I came to see you about Darkon.”
The woman spoke in a calm voice, “Darkon is in Empire space.”
Clarice nearly shouted, “You sent him there. I want to talk to him!”
Laramie took a step closer and said, “But Clarice, he does not wish to speak to you.”
Clarice shouted, “But you talk to him!”
“Listen to me. He is on a dangerous mission, his mind cannot be copied for he does not have the proper medical chamber. He does not wish to speak, his life is more important than conversing with others.”
Clarice cried, “What did you do to him?”
“I gave him a task that he needed to do—what needed to be done.” Laramie stepped closer and raised her voice, “He’s done more to save this galaxy than anyone else, so far he has saved us all! How dare you come here and make a demand to speak to him! How dare you come here to Aquila and think that you have the right to disturb Darkon!” Laramie looked hotly at Clarice and the others on the platform and shouted, “You are not where you belong girl. You are not doing what is required of you! You were bestowed a responsibility and you throw it aside to come here and make demands that you do not understand! Go back to Earth Clarice—go back on the next ship and do what you are supposed to do!”
Laramie walked closer to Clarice who backed up from the angry woman. Laramie shouted in her face, “Leave! Now!” And to Clarice’s further horror, the woman actually shoved her off the platform. Clarice slowly drifted backwards in space from the angry push, unable to think in her shock of Laramie’s antagonistic response. Clarice was crying and looking at the anger on Laramie’s face, then turned and flew away, her PC had to do all the navigation.
She flew towards the van, but that was not where she wanted to go. She did not know where to go, she had no place to go. With tears dripping from her face, she took control and directed herself down further into the building, she would go to the bottom to see if she could crawl under it somehow.
A few minutes later she found herself in a dark maze of pipes and tanks. It was cold and she shivered, not just from the cold, but also from fright. Nothing was right. She sat on the floor next to a high-pressure tank, put her face in her hands and cried.
Beside her, the pressure in the tank silently began to rise above normal levels.
The aging alchemist scratched his chin and looked at his new young apprentice. It was the third fresh lad that had been sent to him in the last week. He sighed, “Come this way.”
The boy followed eagerly, too eagerly, the alchemist thought to himself. The old alchemist knew the boy had not been told what had happened to the last six assistants. He must have come from the other side of the kingdom not to have known.
Others in the workshop watched their master lead the new boy to the back of the building. Behind the main workshop were three separate smaller huts. The old man asked, “Where are you from lad?”
“Riverdale, sir.”
“Riverdale, that is about six leagues?”
“Yes sir, I have been traveling for a week!”
“Tell me my young lad, what do you know of my work?”
The boy eagerly voiced, “Oh everyone knows, you are making magic spells!”
“Magic spells?”
“You are going to save all of Dicopoly!” the boy added excitedly.
“Well perhaps,” the man said as they approached the first of the three huts. He led the boy inside where there was a table and a small stack of bags full of what looked like yellow dirt. “Do you know what this is?”
The wide-eyed boy shook his head indicating he was clueless, “A magic powder!”
“It is called sulfur,” the man said. “Say its name—sulfur.”
“Sulfur,” the boy repeated, becoming a bit worried about speaking the real name of real magic.
“Good. Now I want you to watch me very carefully, do you understand?”
“Yes sir.”
The old man carefully measured out a small thimble of the brownish yellow dirt and placed it in a small ceramic bowl. He explained exactly what he was doing as he did the procedure. When he was finished the man asked, “Do you think you can to that?”
“Yes sir,” the boy replied.
“Good. Now I want you to carefully carry the bowl and follow me. Do not drop it. It was dug from the ground in a distant country, the queen herself negotiated for it. We may not receive any more.”
The clearly frightened boy firmly gripped the magic powder the queen herself had procured. The alchemist led the boy to another hut were he showed the boy bags of white powder. The old man said, “This comes from the walls inside caves. It is called saltpeter, repeat that name for me lad.”
“Saltpeter.”
“Good,” the man praised and carefully measured out a cup of the white powder using a much larger cup, almost ten times the size as with the yellow magic. He dumped the cave magic in the bowl on top of the first magic powder and said, “Follow me.” In the third hut were bags of ash. “This is alder lad, burnt just right, not too much, not too little. Understand?”
The boy looked at the small bags of what could have come from his mother’s stove, and nodded his head.
The alchemist measured out a small portion of the black ashes and poured it on top of the magic cave powder.
The boy watched intently and asked, “Will this kill the Tucors?”
“It may, but it is not something that is lightly done.”
“I hear they are nearly to Karmdale!”
“Karmdale has already fallen lad.”
“What! That cannot be!”
“It has fallen because the Tucors have the powders like you hold in the bowl.”
“This is their magic!”
“Yes and soon it will also be ours.”
The old man led the worried boy beside the main hut and then opened the door and called for one of his assistants, an older boy, “Francis, come here.”
The older boy put down his tools and came at the calling of his master. The older boy knew what his task was going to be, it was not the first time.
The master alchemist said, “Francis, show our new apprentice how to go into the woods and grind the powders.”
Francis frowned, but nodded. He said, “Come, follow me, I will show you what you must do. First you must find a good worn stone, like what you find near the creek.”
The alchemist knew Francis was not in any real danger, which did not occur until the powders were finely ground together. Francis would be back long before that occurred. He went back into the workshop and inspected the workings, the rough iron pieces that his workers were creating. It would take a lot of iron, he would have to see the queen about getting another smelter going.
The sound of a horse could be heard coming from outside, from towards the road. The old man also recognized the clanking of steel, a sword. A moment later, the soldier entered the workshop, the steel blade hanging from his belt.
“Is Sir Roderic here?” the soldier asked in a booming voice.
“I am he,” the alchemist replied.
“I have a message. The queen requests your presence without delay.”
Roderic sighed. “Very well, my horse is in the stable.”
The soldier watched as Roderic saddled and mounted the steed then, leading at a gallop, they traveled the well-beaten road to the castle.
The castle was the grandest in all the known world, standing a hundred cubits in height and five times that along each of its grand outer walls. Fitting for the largest and most prosperous kingdom in all the world, Dicopoly. Troops were everywhere, some resting, some marching, some practicing, hundreds of them. Roderic knew the queen had a grand army, the largest and best equipped in the entire known world. What was here in front of the castle was only a small portion of the whole five thousand strong army, or it had been, now it was probably only two thousand.
The soldier galloped through the open gate and into the inner castle grounds where squires came to take the horses. Five minutes later the alchemist was walking nobly towards his waiting queen.
The old man thought his queen looked regal, dressed in flowing robes of the finest white cloth. About her were the handmaidens, advisors and scribes. She sat unmoving and looked distinctly sad. She looked up at Roderic as he deeply bowed before her.
Queen Micah somberly asked, “Sir Roderic, what news do you have?”
“The most optimal portions have been found. It is now a matter of creating enough of the mixture.”
“What are the proportions?”
“My lady, seventy-five grains saltpeter, to twelve sulfur, to fourteen charcoal.”
“And of the casts?”
“Slow progress. The insides are poorly formed, a seam develops in the casting process. It will require time.”
The queen’s mood suddenly transformed and she said in anger, “We do not have time Sir Roderic. The Tucors are only six leagues distant!”
Stunned by the news, the alchemist stammered, “All ready?”
“Yes already. With each passing hour I receive yet another message from the battle. Our soldiers are throwing themselves upon them, but their efforts are in vain! They are struck down yards from the damn Tucor soldiers!”
“But I have so much to do! I have some devices, but many hundreds are required!”
The queen shouted angrily, “Then give me many hundreds!”
“But your majesty, that will require weeks! Maybe months!”
The queen looked at her alchemist and asked in a calmer, sad voice, “Is there nothing you can do to increase the production? Can the troops help?”
The man’s resolve quivered before his queen, “In time my lady, but the problems in the casting must be solved first.”
Micah spoke softly, “Then we are lost.”
“No!” Roderic blurted out in sudden horror. “I will work harder. I will not rest, nor will my staff. Send me a hundred men and I will cut the forest clear for half a mile, then I will cast the iron pots night and day in a hundred fires!”
The queen looked as the sweating man. “Can you make the casts in three days?”
The man shook with humility and hung his head, “No my lady.”
“Shall we flee to tiny Sabark?”
The queen was mocking him. They could not flee from Dicopoly. The country was large, just moving to the other side would be like fleeing, but he needed a place and time to work, Tucor would simply hunt them down. He was also perfectly aware that their small neighbor, Sabark, would be next after them. They would not find refuge there.
In tears he said, “I have failed you.”
“Go back to your workshop alchemist. Go back and look at your powders and your iron pots, and if you think you know how to use them to save Dicopoly then send a messenger, but only if you are sure.”
“Yes my Lady,” he said with as much grace as he could manage. The alchemist knew that even if he found the solution to the rough casts today, within the hour, it would still be too late. He would not be sending a messenger—he would not save Dicopoly, his cherished country and home.
As he turned to leave, the queen spoke again, “I will send eight soldiers with you. Eight times write what you know of the powder and iron pots, and give each soldier one of the writings. One soldier will go to Sabark, one to Alkar and one to Rendle. A soldier each shall go to Farsting, Kulthor, Wallering, Barsthow and Norland. If we fall, it is up to those kingdoms to stop Tucor.”
“Yes your highness,” the alchemist said bowing low, his tears of shame splashing on the polished stone floor. The queen was providing all the other lands, even the unfriendly ones, the secrets he had been working with, maybe they would have time to stop Tucor. He walked from the royal court—he could feel the queen’s noble and sad eyes dripping with defeat behind him. He looked at the regal room as he stiffly walked, his death walk, would he ever see the palace in all of its grandeur again?
Micah held back her tears that threatened to flow as she watched the old and bent alchemist leave the palace throne room. He had been a good friend of hers’, and of her great father. However, the gambit on Tucor’s powder had not paid off. Spies had brought the rough formula, but it was not enough, they could not beat the new weapons that Dicopoly’s small neighbor, Tucor, had developed. Once again she wondered if she was to be the last of the long line of Dicopoly’s proud royal lineage that stretched back through centuries to time before memory?
She knew what the problem was, Tucor was the problem. Born a peasant, Tucor began a grass roots rebellion, overthrew the previous king of the small country and had renamed the country after himself. Now he called himself Prince Tucor and his sister he made a princess. Tucor had better alchemists, led by their master alchemist, Sighem. It was Sighem who had discovered the powder mixture and what to do with it. From their discoveries had came ambition and from their ambition they looked towards their neighbors with greed in their eyes.
Micah gently wiped a tear. Centuries of peace came to a sudden halt only a month ago when Tucor’s small army marched into Dicopoly. It was brave of them, choosing the largest of their neighbors as their first conquest. She now had few options before her.
“Captain!” she shouted.
A perfectly dressed soldier of high rank walked in front of her and bowed low. “Captain, do you remember your suggestion you made three days ago?”
“I do your majesty,” the soldier said crisply.
The queen hesitated then said, “It is time. Make haste.”
The soldier snapped his heels, bowed low and said stoutly, “We will not fail.”
The queen nodded and the soldier wheeled and walked quickly from the grand room. She heard him barking orders to guards outside the room. It was desperate measure, but that was all she had left, it was all Dicopoly had left.
Late the next day Queen Micah sat upon her throne as a soldier gave her more bad news of the advancing army. The soldier said in a state of exasperation, “We cannot harm a single one of their numbers! We cannot get within bow range, our best archers can not shoot the distance required to let our arrows met their flesh!”
“Is the distance of their throw increasing?”
“Yes my lady. A week ago our soldiers died not but fifteen cubits from them, now it is nearly two-hundred! Every day their magic only increases!”
“Soldier, has ambushing had any effect?”
“Yes, we think. But from what can been seen, we only trade one of their soldiers for four of ours. They have become wary. They now check the trees and thickets with care.”
The queen looked at the soldier and asked, “Do you not have any news to lighten my heart?”
The soldier hesitated, the queen was asking him for more than he was prepared to deliver, more than he could deliver. “Your majesty, many of the peasants have fled, they kill everyone who remains behind.”
The queen nodded and said, “Return to your company, may God be with you.”
“Thank you my queen,” the soldier said and turned to leave.
A rustle of commotion began out side and the captain walked in, back from his mission she had sent him on the previous day. His uniform was torn and bloody, his hair was a mess and he appeared to limp. He, however, walked quickly towards the throne. Micah sat up straight and watched his face carefully as he entered. He seemed to be eager, a good sign, a terrible sign. She could feel her heart beat with fear, did he succeed?
He bowed and said, “My queen. The deed has been completed.”
Micah breathed in a deep breath and nodded. “You have her?”
“We took her in the night. She is in the dungeon.”
“Is she well?”
“She is distraught, some minor injuries, nothing to leave a lasting mark.”
“I will see her.”
“Yes my lady, I will have her brought.”
“No, I will go.”
The captain looked aghast, “My lady, the dungeon is no place for fairness such as yours.”
“Nonetheless, I will go. Servants!”
The queen’s entourage entered the dark and damp passages deep below the castle. Torches burned softly along the walls and fresh straw, which had been hastily strewn, covered the floor. Most in the darkness had never seen the queen except on rare public appearances, most knelt on the floor with their foreheads on the straw as she passed by them.
The captain led her to a heavy door with large iron hinges. In a clanking of keys and latching mechanisms, the door noisily opened. Two guards went in and brought out a woman. Her face was dirty and her dress was soiled and badly torn. She hung limply from the two guards, not even bothering to take steps.
The queen walked up to her and lifted the woman’s face, the eyes opened, she was a beautiful woman. Micah uttered with a snarl, “Clarice.”
The woman jerked her head out of the queen’s grip and looked at her in a scowl. She snarled, “You will surly burn for this!”
Micah stared at the woman and replied, “You shall show the way.”
Clarice spat on Micah in contempt. A soldier walked closer, but in an instant later Micah smacked Clarice hard on her cheek.
Clarice muttered holding her head down, “My brother will peel your skin for days!”
Micah stepped back and said to the captain, “Captain, remove her small finger from her right hand.”
Clarice began to struggle. Micah looked at her and said, “Make sure it is in good condition. Prince Tucor must not mistake it. Place it in a small box.”
“Yes your majesty,” the captain said.
Micah turned and left the dungeon, behind her Princess Clarice began to scream.
Minutes later Micah sat on her throne and spoke, “Parchment!”
An aid handed her a writing pad and pen. She took the pad and placed it on her lap and, choosing her words carefully, wrote out her terms, then sealed the writing in an envelope. The aid pressed a wax seal on the envelope with her ring.
She spoke to the aid, “Send in the captain of the guard.”
A minute later the guard clanged before her and bowed low.
“To accompany the gift, I have a message for our enemy. Send it under a white flag with a proud soldier to Prince Tucor himself.”
“Yes my lady.”
Micah handed him the sealed letter and said, “I have requested a reply. Do not delay.”
“Yes my lady,” the captain said and he wheeled about and quickly marched from the throne room.
Micah wrung her hands as she watched the captain leave. It was not her last hope, but it was her best. If accepted, Dicopoly would never be the same again, but if it failed, Dicopoly may cease to exist.
Prince Tucor stood in his public chamber room and took the box and letter from his guard. “The Dicopoly soldier is under guard?” he asked.
“Yes my liege. He says the letter contains a request for a reply.”
Prince Tucor smiled. “Well it seems the fair queen has seen the light.” He gleefully used his waist dagger and neatly cut open the seal. “Perhaps our victory will occur sooner than we anticipated!” He pulled out the folded parchment and began to read.
“Is it a surrender?” his aid asked watching the prince read the letter.
The prince spoke with a frown, “Quiet!” crushing the jovial atmosphere of the chamber. He read the letter further and shouted in a bad haste, “Quick, open the box!”
The aid removed the bindings and opened the box. In folds of cloth was the small appendage, still with a nail of red.
Tucor stared at the finger, his face growing red with anger, “Guards!” he shouted loudly.
In rushed two guards. Tucor shouted, “Quick, to Princess Clarice! Is she sound? Is she safe? Send word on the fastest horse!”
The two guards ran to perform the urgent task.
Tucor turned and looked at the finger. He clenched his jaw and fists, crumpling the letter. Muttering hotly under his breath, “How dare she!?”
He looked at the crumpled letter in his fist and then read it all the way through again.
He shouted again, “Send for Sir Sighem! Quick!”
The aid left the chamber and Tucor looked at the finger, began to shake with fear for his sister and rage for the barbarity of Queen Micah.
The door quickly opened and the servant and another man with flowing black robes, entered the room. Tucor walked to the man, immediately thrust the letter at his alchemist and said with his voice full of anxiety, “Are the proportions correct?”
Sighem took the parchment from his angered lord and began to read it. His eyes calmly scanned the message.
“Well? Are they!” Tucor shouted impatiently.
Calmly Sighem spoke, “Yes, yes, they are nearly what we use.”
“Spies! Look what it has brought us! Look at this!” Tucor pointed a shaking hand towards the open box.
The alchemist glanced toward the finger and said in a sigh, “Yes, it had to be spies.” Turning back toward the letter he added, “But spies did not capture Princess Clarice, and the formula will do them no good.”
“No good! They are sending the formula to all the kingdoms they can! We will certainly be facing our own weapons soon!”
The Alchemist spoke calmly, “No your highness, we will not.”
“No? And how is that!” Tucor stomped.
The alchemist evenly replied, “The powder is simple my liege, they can produce it to fill a dozen carts, but it will do them no good. It is how to use it that is the hard part. They may have the powder, but they do not have the rifles.”
“They can make them you fool!”
The alchemist shook his head and calmly continued, “No they cannot. They could only make poor imitations that would be heavy and difficult to reload with more pellets. They do not have automatic reloading rifles with brass cartridges.”
Tucor paced back and forth, “We have them so they can too! All they need is one rifle and their smiths will make them for all their soldiers.”
“Having a rife in their possession will do them no good, they cannot match the manufacturing precision of our smiths. They have no lathes to turn iron, no mills to carve the intricate parts, they cannot even make the hard carbon steel. The primer on the cartridges is beyond their scope of knowledge. They could have a dozen rifles for a dozen years, and after a dozen years they would still only have a dozen rifles.”
Tucor looked at his alchemist. Could Sighem be right? He spoke with confidence, with persuasion. He had seen the alchemist’s workshops, they were impressive. Tucor pointed to the parchment and trembled, “And of my sister?”
“My liege, do as Queen Micah suggests, begin to move the troops back.”
“What? Retreat while they hold Princess Clarice? Never!”
“Move slowly. Pretend to retreat. I need time to find a weapon that will allow you to strike Micah down and save our princess.”
“A weapon?”
“Yes, but I need time. You must buy me time.”
“How much time?” Tucor asked, exasperated with the proposed delay.
“One week.”
Tucor paced back and forth shaking his fists in anger. He stopped and said hotly, “Very well. One week Sir Sighem. Bring me a weapon in one week that will save my sister! But I will not retreat, I will hold the line where it is now.”
“Yes my liege. I must go now, I have much to do.”
“Go!” Tucor shouted and he sat in a chair and looked at the finger in the box again. He said in a shaky voice, “Bring me the captain.”
“Yes my liege,” the servant replied.
“And parchment!”
“Yes my liege!”
Queen Micah read the letter from Prince Tucor, and a smile spread over her face.
“Captain!” she shouted.
An aid ran off to fetch the captain who shortly came.
The queen said quickly, “Captain, Prince Tucor has agreed not to advance further than his current position. Send word of this and cease further rebuttals.”
“Yes your majesty,” the captain said then and sharply turned away to perform his mission, this time he ran.
Micah shouted, “Bring me the alchemist, Roderic.”
“Yes your majesty,” a servant said and departed in a trot.
A half hour later the alchemist stood in front of his queen and bowed low, “I have come as you requested your majesty.”
“I have good news. Tucor has sent word that he will approach no further.”
“Praise the Lord.”
“I do not believe him. He will continue his advance, but he will delay.”
“Yes your majesty,” the old alchemist replied.
“Thus you have new time. I trust you are diligent?”
“Yes your majesty, I will double my staff immediately!”
“Excellent Sir Roderic.”
“How much time do you think we have?” the alchemist asked optimistically.
“I should think a week.”
The alchemist’s heart sank. “Yes your majesty.”
Prince Tucor was pacing. He could not turn his thoughts from his sister captive in Micah’s castle, missing a finger and who knew what else. How many times had they raped her? What barbaric acts had they done to his poor sister? He cursed himself for not surrounding her with a hundred guards, how stupid he had been!
A knock sounded at the door of his field quarters, “Come!”
Sighem entered with his flowing robes and with a small leather box. “My liege, I have news for you.”
“Do you have it? The new weapon that will save the Princess?”
“Not yet my Liege.”
“Not yet? When?”
“Soon. I have brought you another weapon today.”
“Another?”
“Yes, come and see,” the alchemist said while setting the leather box on the heavy wooden table.
Tucor walked to it and watched as Sighem opened the box and withdrew a strangely shaped object. “What is this?”
“This is a laser, my liege.”
“A what?”
“A laser. It is a powerful weapon that kills with light.”
“Are you mad? Light does not kill.”
“Ah, but it emits an eight-hundred watt-second polarized beam. I have pulsed the beam to one-hundred pulses per second at a wavelength of four-hundred and fifty nanometers, deep in the visible blue range. It is very powerful.”
“I know not of your words!”
“You will learn.”
“I think not!”
“But two months ago you had not heard of rifle, a month ago you learned cartridge. Did I mention the hyper-dense dielectric in its capacitor energy storage?”
“I am not sure.”
“It is of no matter. I have produced two-hundred and fifty of these. They will replace the heavy rifles.”
“Shall they save the Princess?”
“No my liege, they shall not. I am still working on the weapon you seek for that purpose. It will be ready in two days time.”
“Why not now? You could have been working on it instead of this thing,” Tucor said gesturing to the latest magical weapon his alchemist had brought.
“This did not interfere with the rescue of Princess Clarice. I would like to demonstrate the laser to you.”
Tucor frowned, but said, “Very well then, show me light that kills. I see no flame.”
“You shall my liege. We must go outside for the demonstration.”
It was night and Queen Micah looked out through the narrow arrow loops high in the bastion tower. In the distance she could see the many blazing fires of Tucor’s army. They had no decency, burning anything they could. The land was being destroyed. The sharp sounds of their magic rang in her ears, it was a horrifying sound, an evil sound. The sound, however, did not compare with the blue lightning they flashed.
She closed her eyes, they could not fight them. When the time came that they stormed the castle, there was no doubt it would fall. The castle was crowded with villagers and they were surrounded with little to do but listen to the thunder of the Tucors. She could see the dread in the eyes of every person in the castle, the hopelessness.
Micah sighed, Prince Tucor had not retreated, but instead had continued on. Another finger of Clarice had been sent, and a third, and a forth. It had proved no good, Tucor had continued his advance.
“Your majesty, I think they are on the move.”
Micah’s eyes snapped open. She could see movement. “They have no ram, no ballista or siege tower.”
“I fear they do not need them your Majesty.”
Micah rushed from the tower room and shouted, “Guards, collect Clarice, to the ramparts!”
“Yes, your Majesty!”
Micah rushed to the ramparts herself, surrounded by her guard. High on the wall she could look out over the distant army. Beside her on the allure was a cross made of heavy wood.
A guard spoke, “Your Majesty, stand not so close to the embrasure. Their aim is far and true.”
“But they are nearly a thousand cubits distant!”
“They have killed at thrice that.”
Micah stepped back to a position of more concealment.
Clarice was dragged to the allure by two guards. One hand of the woman was blackened by the boiling oil the guards had used to cauterize her wounds. Micah looked at the rag of a woman, the week had taken a terrible toll on the princess. Still the young woman moved her head and saw the cross, then raised her head and looked at Micah, staring a stare that sent shivers into Micah.
The tortured woman said thickly with wide eyes, “Tonight my brother comes. Tonight you shall die.” She looked at the cross and spoke louder, “Tonight you shall all die!”
Micah turned from the woman and shouted, “Nail her to the cross!”
It only took two guards to hold down the weakened woman. Micah watched as Clarice screamed and the nails were driven through her hands. The smell of urine mixed with the scent of the torches. Micah watched, flinching at each strike of the heavy hammer. Clarice cried and begged for mercy as the long spike pierced her feet.
“Raise her!” Micah commanded. “Light the fires!
The guard lifted the heavy cross and Clarice was displayed above the crenulations for all the advancing soldiers before the castle to see. Beside the crucified woman were fires to illuminate her so that the Tucor soldiers on the ground could see the cross and what was nailed to it.
Tucor was pleased with the way the evening was proceeding, despite the fact that he now had four boxes of his sister’s fingers. His battle had turned from one of conquest to one of saving his sister. The night felt right and he did not want his sister to wait another day for her liberation. Around him his men laughed and carried on in the night, except those that were close to him who he noticed made it a point to share his somber mood.
The men still had their rifles and shot them into the air on occasion. The killing lights made their own distinct thunder and bright flashes, which pleased the men. He had his still in his holster, unlike the others who walked around with them in their hand. Accidental deaths from the rifles and lasers had killed far more of his men than the enemy.
He stood on the firm dirt and soft grass, taking stock of the night. A cool breeze drifted across, above the moon was shining brightly, did it smile upon him? He looked around and could not see his alchemist, Sir Sighem. Sighem, his childhood friend, had best not fail him tonight. Of all the things the alchemist had provided to him, what was to be delivered tonight he was most desperate for. Tucor clenched his fists repeatedly as the anxiety of the night filled his heart.
He heard a galloping of hooves and turned towards them. Many riders with torches were coming. It was Sighem at last.
Tucor heard many urgent shouts coming from towards the large castle. He heard one shouting man say, “It is the princess!”
“What is going on?” he said to nobody but himself and began walking quickly to where the shouts were coming from, his alchemist forgotten.
A soldier rushed toward him, “My Liege! They show Princess Clarice! They have her on a crux!”
“What!” Tucor shouted, but never paused for a reply, moving to a run to see for himself what the commotion was about, a dread filling his heart. High on one rampart he saw her, lit by the torches, and he dropped to his knees, “Nooooo!”
Around him his men stood, the joviality gone. One man shouted, “She lives!”
Tucor stared, “She is alive?”
“I saw her head move. Look!”
Tucor thought he could see that his sister was looking out at them, far below her. He rose to his feet and shouted with all his heart and voice, “Clarice! I come for you!” He whirled to find his alchemist and found the man of his own young age standing behind him. Tucor looked at him for a second, stunned by the calm expression on Sighem. Sighem always had a knack of being calm, but now! With his sister nailed to a cross! “Damn, do you have it!?” he hissed.
“Yes my prince. I have the new weapon.”
“Where, I must have it now!”
Sighem turned and stretched out his arm behind him, towards a group of the alchemist’s assistants, “It is here.”
The assistants were all in flowing robes like priests, the sight of the nobly cloaked alchemists warmed his heart for a moment. Amongst them was a large wood box with ornate handles on the sides.
“This is it?” Tucor asked.
“Indeed,” Sighem replied then clapped his hands. The assistants stepped aside and one worked the latch on the box, lifting the lid. The inside of the box was lined in what looked to be fine cotton pillows. Two of the lesser alchemists reached in and removed a large smooth metal box, which in the torch light Tucor saw was covered with ornate impressions. The pattern of finely crafted black and silver swirls seemed to come alive in the flickering light, giving him pause.
The master alchemist turned to Tucor and spoke, “Queen Micah has no doubt given her soldiers the directions to drop Princess Clarice to her death on the commencement of your siege of the castle.”
“Yes, yes,” Tucor said impatiently. “Is this it? How many have you made?”
“Only one my liege.”
“One? How can we save Clarice with a single weapon? We need hundreds!”
“This is all you require. I will show you how to operate the weapon.”
The assistant alchemists set the machine on top of the box it came from and then stepped aside. Sighem gestured to the machine and Tucor followed.
“I call it a remote semi-autonomous micro-probe activator.”
“A what?”
“It is a control device my liege. Please, kneel in front of it to operate it.”
A pad was placed on the ground and Tucor walked to it. Sighem knelt down beside it and gestured to Tucor to kneel as well.
Tucor slowly dropped to his knees and Sighem spoke as he reached in front of Tucor to the metal box, “The probes are located in a small drawer here in front.” Sighem opened the drawer and inside were five black arrowheads resting in a padded hollow, each identical and perfectly formed. Although black, the arrowheads seemed to be alive, the black metal appeared magical. Sighem pulled one out and placed it in a small slot in the top of the machine. “We place the semi-autonomous micro-probe here in a slot. This turns on the machine.”
“Turns it on?”
“Yes, it activates the machine so it begins to operate. Notice the monitor my liege.”
Tucor looked at the machine and a flat gray portion of it began to glow. Small white dots formed. Tucor shouted in alarm, “It changes!”
“Yes, this is the monitor, it shows what the probe sees. The points of light are stars, the probe is pointing up.”
Tucor understood that the probe was pointing up, but after that, it was incomprehensible magic. “I do not understand.”
“I will show you. Now place your hands on the two controls.” Sighem had to place Tucor’s hands on the two levers.
“The left hand controls the speed, the right controls the direction. Slowly push the left lever forward.” Sighem guided Tucor’s hand and the black arrowhead began to float above the machine.
Tucor suddenly released the lever in fright and stood, backing away from the machine. “What kind of magic is this?” he asked in frightened bewilderment.
“Your liege, it is a weapon made of ordinary matter like everything else. There is no magic, only nature.”
“You say nature, but I see magic! Look, it floats into the air!”
“Yes, and it will continue to float upwards until you move the levers, the left and the right. The left controls the probes speed, the right the direction. Please, kneel down and we shall continue, Princess Clarice awaits.”
The mention of his sister reminded him of what was behind him. He looked in that direction with concern and said, “Very well, we shall continue.”
When Tucor was in position again, Sighem said, “Watch the monitor, it will show what the probe is pointing towards. Watch the monitor and push the right lever forward.”
Tucor pushed the lever and suddenly he saw a tree on the flat surface of the machine. Again he released the lever in fright, “What is this magic painting?!”
“It is not a magic painting, it is a monitor, it shows what the probe is pointing towards. Move the right lever more.”
Tucor pushed the lever and he saw a fire and images of soldiers. He gritted his teeth against the enchanted machine, which he thought may somehow be stealing his soul, and did not release the lever.
“You moved the probe downward. Push the lever to the right to turn right, to the left to turn left. Pull back to rise higher and push forward to lower. Please practice my liege.”
It took several minutes before Tucor began to realize what was happening, the magic floating arrowhead followed the controls, the monitor was the arrowhead’s eye. Tucor practiced, he flew high, he saw his entire army and all the fires surrounding the castle. What grand magic he thought. He could fly like a bird! He could move fast, or slow to a stop in thin air!”
“Do you see the guards beside Princess Clarice?”
Tucor moved the probe so he was looking down on them. The rampart was covered with guards, many were around the cross, hidden by the crenulations. He saw them, waiting and said excitedly, “I see them!”
“Good. You must strike them down with the probe. Fly it through their heads in a rapid manner. If they live while the castle is stormed, they will attempt to cast Princess Clarice over the wall to the ground below.”
“I do not see Queen Micah?”
“She most likely is on her throne.”
“I wish to kill her!”
“In time, first save Princess Clarice.”
“When shall I begin?”
“I shall rally the men, you may begin striking the guards around the Princess now.”
Tucor grimaced and began to line up the arrowhead on a soldier.
“Move a ways away, find your target—”
“I know, I know, leave me. I shall do this!”
“As you say my liege,” Sighem said as he stood and walked away. He called for the captain.
In short order Tucor’s well-armed army began to amass in ranks, each soldier holding his laser.
Sighem and the captain walked to Tucor and Sighem asked, “My liege, how is your attack progressing?”
Without moving his eyes from the monitor Tucor said with cheer, “I have three down. The rest are running or hiding in fear. Look at their faces!” he chuckled. “They know not what is happening, they cannot see the arrowhead!”
“It is small and dark. They cannot see what they were not meant to see. Is Princess Clarice safe?”
“Yes. They are too frightened to move, look at them, the cowards!”
“Very well, if you stay with the semi-autonomous micro-probe activator, we shall begin the siege, with your permission my liege.”
Tucor remained transfixed by the image before him and said, “Yes, sound the attack! Now is the time!”
Sighem nodded to the captain who walked away and began to bark orders. Tucor, in his concentration, hardly heard the command to lay siege. Around Tucor the army ran, the night air vibrating with thunder and smoke. The laser light lit the night air as the castle’s mighty wood gate splintered to pieces in a volley of flashes. Trying to ignore the commotion, and concentrating hard to keep his sister alive, Tucor focused on the monitor, his hands controlling the ornate levers were sweaty with his tight grip.
What was left of the soldiers of Dicopoly fell before the onslaught, as Tucor’s soldiers moved into the castle. The air was filled with the acrid smell of charged air and burnt flesh, still Tucor knelt far from the castle, in relative quiet with the machine in his grip, killing the enemy upon the allure, which his soldiers had not yet reached.
In the moving painting he saw the enemy soldiers, they were indeed cowards he thought. Their castle was under siege, but those he had not yet killed had yet to rush to his sister atop the rampart to push her off. His skill with the machine was improving and it showed as he lined up on one of Dicopoly’s soldiers. Looking through the magical eye, he could see his sister on the cross, behind the man who was about to die. He was just about to shove the lever forward to drive the arrowhead through the man’s head, when suddenly the man bolted. No matter, Tucor thought, he was running in the wrong direction, he was still a dead man. Tucor pushed the lever as the man ran beside his sister. The arrowhead rushed through the man’s back and out the front of his chest and into the night sky. Tucor pulled back on the levers, the arrowhead arched high in the night sky and curved back onto itself until Tucor was looking straight down on the dead soldier.
He looked at the painting, something was wrong, the soldier had fallen on the base of the cross his sister was nailed upon. He watched in horror as the cross began to lean forward, then in an instant it leaned far forward and fell down the outside of the high wall.
Tucor released the controls, watching the vision turn black as the arrowhead struck the top of the stonewall. “No, it can not be!” he muttered. “The magic painting lies!” The image was black and he felt confused, but quickly realized the wall was right behind him. He quickly spun to face the castle, the cross was gone, some of his soldiers were gathering at the walls base below the spot where the two torches on the crenulations still burned.
With his heart beating with dread, he quickly ran towards the growing crowd.
He had to push himself through the crowd of his soldiers. The cross lay intact, but to his horror, his sister was under it. He yelled, “Quick, lift it! Right the cross!”
His soldiers rolled the cross over, the sight made Tucor’s heart sink. The gathering was silent as Tucor saw the bloody and mutilated body that was still nailed firmly to the cross. He stood with his mouth open, trying to catch his breath, the shock of what he was looking at having taken it away.
He shook his head in rejection and said, “No, it cannot be. It is not Clarice.”
A voice behind him said calmly, “It is Princess Clarice, my liege.”
Tucor did not have to turn to know who it was that spoke. Only one man alive could speak so calmly while witnessing something so horrendous. Tucor closed his eyes tightly, but the tears seeped through. This was not the way it was to be, never was Clarice to die—she had not been part of his conquest for the great castle. How could this have happened?
He wheeled on Sighem and shouted, “She is dead!”
“Yes my liege.”
Tucor walked towards the alchemist and said through his tears, “Your machine failed!”
“It should have sufficed, if only I could have shown you how to use it better.”
Tucor shook with rage, and looked around. In the torch light the smashed form of his sister lay on the wood. He was completely encircled by the men, all silent, lowering their gaze when he looked at them. All that was except Sighem, who calmly stood as if an impartial observer. It brought a rage to Tucor. Sighem, his friend, his advisor, his confidant—Sighem the alchemist and wizard, simply stood there as he always did, even when they were small children. Tucor the warrior, Tucor the conqueror, always with Sighem at his side. From the games in the woods around their village to the defeated castle of the great Queen Micah with his dead sister at his feet, Sighem simply stood and spoke of facts. Tucor was nearly blind with rage and felt his laser on his belt with the palm of his hand.
Sighem said, “The castle is ours my liege, Queen Micah has been captured. We have won.”
Tucor let his hand grasp the laser’s grip and he pulled it from his holster. A moment later he realized he was pointing it at the alchemist.
“Your liege, you are wrought with grief, you know not what you do.”
Tucor did not say anything, but lined the laser on his friend’s chest.
“Your liege, I have only labored in your honor. I am the star that goes with thee and shines out of the depths. All I have done, I have done in your great name.”
Tucor slowly squeezed the trigger, harder and harder.
The alchemist erupted in a ball of yellow light that blackened the space around him. The ball receded into the distance and became a star floating in space.
A voice spoke, “We have arrived at our destination.”
Darkon stared at the star that had been the alchemist. Grief sweeping his mind for his sister, Clarice, killed by—.
The calm voice spoke again, “Clarice lives. She is on Aquila.”
“Clarice? Aquila?”
“Yes. Your cousin is on Aquila.”
“A dream?”
“No, it was not.”
Darkon let his mind wrap around the Sig’s words. Not a dream? “Is Clarice all right?”
“Yes. She lives.”
Darkon breathed a sigh of relief, “Good.”
“She is in a dangerous part of Aquila, deep in a factory.”
“In danger?”
“Not much.”
“Don’t let anything happen to her Sig. Protect her as you protect me. Don’t let her die.”
“I will protect her,” the calm voice said.
“Good,” Darkon replied and after a few moments spoke, “I had a dream.”
“It was not a dream.”
“But I... Was it you? Did you put it in me?”
“Not I. I was but a viewer like you. But it was not a dream.”
“How do you know?”
“You changed characters, you saw both sides of a conflict, it was a story being given to you.”
“But not by you?”
“No, it was not me.”
“Who then?”
“The Ancient I assume.”
Darkon stared into the blazing sun before him. The Ancient! Did the Ancient actually speak to him? Was the dream how the Ancient spoke? What was the message? Darkon was not in the dream, only Clarice and Micah.
The voice in his head said, “I think the message was for me.”
“Oh? What message?”
“I am not sure, but Clarice must live.”
“Is she safe?”
“Yes. I will be with her.”
“Good,” Darkon breathed in a whisper, relief washing over him again. The tiny ball of star light continued to shine. “Who is Tucor?”
“I do not know.”
“I think I should, but I don’t. It won’t come to me.”
“You have never known anyone by that name, except a unicorn.”
“I can feel Tucor.”
“The unicorn?”
“Yes. No,” Darkon said then added, “I don’t know.”
“I cannot feel this in your mind.”
Darkon sighed again, perhaps it was just the dream, it was so real. He asked, “Why is Clarice on Aquila?”
“She went there on her own initiative. Her reasons are her own, probably to find a fast ship.”
“A fast ship?”
“She will find one,” Sig replied and he changed the vision in Darkon’s mind. The sun shifted away and a planet moved into view. It was not a nice looking planet covered in the gentle foam of clouds and seas. Instead it was a metallic planet, covered in city and surrounded by huge ships. The finely tuned architecture was unmistakable—it was an Empire planet, an industrial one. The planet had hundreds of ships all around it, many dozen measuring kilometers in size that looked to be battleships.
Darkon felt the ship holding him hum as it released waves of destructive energy towards the planet. The voice in his head said, “We will leave now and attack this planet no more.”
It seemed like the best planet to attack of any that he had seen. “Why?”
“It is too well defended. We are a light day from it now, this is the closest we can approach safely. Already they come.”
Darkon watched the planet and star rapidly recede in the distance, as his Skeleton ship whisked away faster then light. “We did not attack much.”
“That planet will not be badly damaged.”
“Are we going to find a less protected planet?”
“Yes, there are a few minor planets on the outskirts of the Empire, however, all the Empire planets of significance are now heavily defended.”
“Oh,” Darkon said. He felt himself drifting off to sleep again. He thought there was something important to think about, and just before he lost consciousness he remembered that he did not want Tucor to hurt Clarice.
The high-pressure tank beside Clarice rose to a point just short of bursting, then suddenly altered course, lowering and stabilizing at its normal operating pressure. Clarice knew nothing of the tank’s abnormal stress load, but she did feel the pressure of the universe closing down all around her, threatening to crush her mind. She sat and thought of how obviously the world was all wrong.
Laramie’s harsh words and actions drove the wrongness into her skull like a nail, and now the visions from Darkon’s ship showed more Empire battleships then anyone cared to admit could exist. Even from the long distance of Darkon’s view, there was no mistaking a hundred of the ships neatly arranged high over the planet, which was like no other Empire planet they had seen. This was at last a real Empire planet, not some backwater outpost, it was Aquila a thousand times over.
Still the awesome Empire planet seemed right, it was natural, it was how things should be. As horrible as its significance was, it did not contain the abomination she felt in the Society. The months of lying awake in the night with a sense of suspicion, now turned into absolute certainty. She did not know how, but somehow she knew Sartor and Laramie were at the heart of it—she could feel their wrongness.
It had nothing to do with the Empire and the horrible way the Society was going to lose. It had to do with her uncle, how he was coldly killed before her eyes and yet nothing had happened. It was how Laramie never denied that she communicated with Darkon. Darkon was as close to a brother as she would ever have, Laramie had no right to say the things she did. It was Micah and how she put Dennis on her shelf. Somehow the Central Computer could not see—like all the others around her—there was something it could not comprehend.
She did not know what to do. Go back to Hangpoint? Ignore what she saw all around her? She had no options, there was nobody to tell, nobody who would believe her.
Her PC said, “Tell Marvice.”
“She will never believe me,” Clarice muttered.
“She might. If not, then nobody will,” her computer replied.
“You aren’t helping.”
“I believe you. I can see it in your mind.”
“But you can’t see it.”
“I can see your beliefs. I know much of what you know, so I know it is true.”
Clarice thought about what her PC was saying, “You only believe because I believe.”
“We are crazy together,” her PC said.
“Do you feel crazy?”
“No.”
“I might.”
“You are not.”
“But how do I see what others cannot?”
“I do not know, but I know you are not crazy.”
Clarice wiped her tears. It did not matter, the result was the same. “Could they disconnect you?”
“We have not yet killed anybody. The CC has indicated nobody has proposed the action. I think you are over reacting, you have done nothing to warrant expulsion or death.”
“Laramie was mad.”
“She can yell all she wants, but that is all she can do. You are just as strong as she is.”
“She has so many friends. I have—Marvice.”
“Those engineers were not her friends. She is a sour woman.”
“She is wrong,” Clarice stated.
“You can see it, maybe others can too,” her PC suggested.
“Ask the CC,” Clarice said. “Can anyone else see something wrong with her and Sartor?”
“The CC says nobody has mentioned anything. It suggests you enter a chamber immediately, there could be something wrong.”
“I don’t want to.”
“It would probably scan your brain for chemical imbalances.”
“Can it read my mind?”
“It would have to have its own nanoprobes in your mind, like I do.”
Clarice thought, “Like it does when doing a copy.”
“Yes. It sees everything.”
“More than you?”
“Everything. Much more. It is a painful procedure.”
“But it would see. It would know what I know,” Clarice contemplated out loud to her PC.
“It is not something that can be undone,” her PC warned.
Clarice wiped her face again and let her suit lift her from the corner. She could not answer her PC. Her life had been collapsing to a point, and the point was focused on the Central Computer.
Her PC spoke, “We don’t know that the CC is trustworthy.”
She began to fly through the maze of enormous pipes, tanks, valves and pumps.
Her computer reminded, “You have never before considered this. You can still go back to Hangpoint.”
“No. I will go to the chamber. I will join with the CC.”
Clarice tried to ignore her own thoughts of the painful copy, was she actually going to do it? She recalled how repulsed she had been by the stories she had heard. Three days! But it had to happen, she had to let the Central Computer see her thoughts.
She rose from the depths of the building to her shuttle and it flew her through the massive building, past the gigantic red fountain that was suspended and encircled by the many coils. She shot out of the enormous building arcing high into the Aquila sky and soared over the sprawling city. As she looked around her, the tears flowed again from her eyes. Her mind was set, she would end her life and start over. Through her torment of thoughts she could hear a feint whisper. The whisper was not in words, but it told her that she was a dog that could fly.
Minutes later, Clarice blanked her mind and did not hesitate. Her PC respected her concentration, it did not try to talk her out of it, nor remind her of what was going to happen. It had simply given her the guidance she needed to find the chamber. She quickly laid on the extended platform and let it pull her inside. She felt her heart pound and the adrenaline flow through her, making her palms tingle. Without a word the heavy door closed behind her and she was quickly rolled over. She felt the injection at the base of her head and she was returned to lying on her back.
When the injection was complete a calm voice said, “You have made a wise decision Clarice. It will take three days before the probes are in place and then we can begin. Clarice, I think you should stay on Aquila through the procedure.”
“Laramie thinks I should go back to Earth.”
“I think you should avoid her. She has become unreasonably emotional. Do not worry about the sentients, Marvice can do that work. She just needs to keep her distance from the big eyes of the NC1723 survivors.”
Clarice felt the weight melt from her shoulders. The Central Computer understood, somehow it knew. She had only been in the chamber for a half minute and already she felt better then she had in months.
The remains of Dennis Walker’s mind contemplated the few words the orphan Clarice Tomkin had sent, asking him why Micah hated him. Dennis had a longing to tell her, but all he could do was turn her question down. There was little doubt that the Central Computer would not hesitate to end his existence if he showed any sign of revealing what he knew. He would have to go to her, personally. But at least Clarice was wondering and had asked the question—that was something he had not expected.
The gold robot was deep in the recesses of Alshain, far from where a human in a pressure suit could go. The air was thick and heavy. Smoke and fire were all about and the thick atmosphere grew only thicker as his factory belched out the one-meter spheres coming off his assembly line. It was the final assembly line, where a line of large specialized robots put pieces together in a shower of sparks and hot gasses. He was the master of the line and for many other machining and assembly lines that created the individual components of the spheres. His assembly lines created the spheres from the raw materials the cyclotrons ripped from the planet.
The final step in the assembly was the closing of the armor and letting it fly on its own, up through the kilometers of city and beyond to the waiting ships. He saw, from where he stood, a sphere do just that, fly off to do the Society’s bidding. He had watched them fly off his assembly line for months, one after another. They were going where he could not, off Alshain. He did not feel envy for the freedom the spheres had, they were not sentient, they were just machines, however, they were leaving to do what needed to be done—he was not.
Before him was an open sphere moving along the assembly line, its insides laid bare in the partial shell. The interior was simple, the only wires in the spheres were the thick superconducting cables that distributed power from the small reactor. The meson drives were welded in place and sensors were imbedded in the armor. In the center was a place for the protective box that contained the black cube of neural chips, the sphere’s brain.
He watched a lesser, yet more agile and powerful, robot install a box in the central spot and weld it firmly in place. Inside the protective box with the neural chip were hundreds of tiny com-chips that relayed the information between the body and the brain. The sphere went towards the next station where more pieces would be put in place, then the shell was sealed in a fierce blast of heat and set free.
Dennis was, however, not looking in that direction, he was looking at the next sphere coming on the line, the one he had been waiting for. He said to the massive machine, “There is a discontinuity.” He held out his hand and in it was a protective box, just like all the others. “This is the neural chip that is matched with this sphere.” The machine took the box from him and Dennis watched as the robot welded it into the sphere just like all the others. Dennis Walker turned and walked a few feet away and stopped, standing perfectly still.
Dennis flicked through his new senses, those of the black sphere, not the gold robot. He could still control the gold robot, where his mind was still located, but not while operating the sphere. He felt the heat of his spherical armor being completed and then the end of the line came and he was expected to fly off of it.
Normal neural chips for spheres were trained for operating spheres, they did not require much more practice. Dennis, however, made a new tunnel deep into the rotting city before he could bring his new body to a stop. Such power!
He was alone, it was dark, but he could see. The sensors of the sphere far exceeded his old ones, but he could use only a fraction of them at a time. The room was drifting, he readjusted what his electric muscles had become and the room drifted another direction. After some practice he found the skill to hold still then he practiced going up and down, left and right. He practiced the slow rotation spheres did, it only made him confused. He practiced it more, he would have to rotate if he was going to pass for an ordinary sphere.
Eventually he moved back towards the assembly line and practiced rotating before the robots of the assembly line, they were unimpressed. A real sphere left the line and Dennis decided to follow it. The sphere in front of him raced with perfect smoothness up a narrow passage in the alien city that led to the surface. Dennis had trouble following the sphere, he kept scraping the sides of the passage and was forced to slow down. Another sphere appeared behind him and whisked past him towards the surface, ignoring the oddly troubled sphere.
Dennis eventually made it from the city to emerge in the planet’s deep night. The fact that the sun was on the other side of the planet did not bother his vision at all. Far above he saw the fast ships, a hundred of them waiting for their cargo. Many smaller ships were floating here and there, as were a plethora of spheres. He watched the other spheres, they seemed to know where to go, but each took a different route. Spheres were always looking for trouble, he had better also. He picked a direction and took off. Too fast! He slowed, the fire that glowed behind him rapidly dissipating in the dark, but he could still see the heat trail in the infrared, and he knew the other spheres could as well. He would have to learn to control his acceleration, the sphere body was responsive, more than the gold body and certainly more than a human body. The artificial mind contemplated that Dennis would have enjoyed being a sphere.
He flew in great patterns over the dark city and high into the sky then into space. Here he could go faster, although it was not very interesting without the wind whipping by him. He watched the ships as he flew high over the top of them. Cargo ships had identification numbers, but they were not painted on the outside. They were nothing humans ever had to deal with, but as a PC he was familiar with the procedures and silently requested a map to proceed to Luna1. In his mind a complex image was displayed, the proper ship and the proper port were displayed, then he rushed to the indicated opening. He flew into the ship’s open bay doors and tried to find a place where he would not be a nuisance to the ship. He did not want to be with the other spheres, they were ridged soldiers that never flinched, never wavered from their ceaseless spinning. The trip to Earth would be two weeks, he would not be able maintain the rock solid attitude that long. He found a secluded spot in a cargo bay that was mostly boxes.
The ship filled quickly and he could feel the acceleration when the ship moved from Alshain. He tried to match his own acceleration with the ship’s, as a real sphere would, so he would not be knocked against the wall and boxes around him, but he instead had to settle for gently pushing on a forward facing wall for stability.
During the days to Earth, Dennis only periodically shifted to his sphere body, careful not to let it slip out of place or to dent the steel wall too much. The bulk of the time he was in his gold body, making sure that he and his factories looked normal.
When at last the days of journey were over, the fast cargo ship powered down its reactors near the lunar city and much of its cargo that was capable of leaving the ship on its own, simply flew off the ship. Some of the cargo had to be carried. Dennis flew and as he flew through the lunar space, he could see drone shuttles heading to the ship to commence unloading and reloading. The ship would next go to an outpost taking the other spheres it still contained. Dennis, however, was not interested in the outposts, before him lay the blue planet that somehow he knew was still his true home.
He could not just ask for a route to Hangpoint, it would have to be more specific, he asked the Central Computer for a route to Clarice’s apartment on Hangpoint. The map was complex, his route was a series of equations and times, designed to guide his passage to the station. From there the path was a tortuous route through the station. He could understand the equations, but could not monitor his time or accelerations accurately enough to follow them. Instead he visually charted a course that he was sure would take him far from the normal space lanes and pushed ahead.
Dennis timed the turn around point as best he could, but still found himself careening wildly in Earth’s upper atmosphere, having to backtrack to Hangpoint. He flew to one of the smallest entrances of Hangpoint, near the tip of its rings and hovered before the airlock and waited. It was not going to open. Using the com-chip inside his sphere he sent the message preceded by an identification, “Request path to quarters of Clarice Tomkin.”
A map appeared in his mind, it showed various doors with identification. Dennis had been dealing with identification numbers all his life, the humans in the Society hardly knew they even existed. He found the door, which he was hovering before, on the map and sent a message that he was waiting. The airlock slid open. Typical he thought, the airlock knew he was there, but had insisted on waiting for a request. Another stupid computer.
The next series of airlocks Hangpoint opened for him without his having to ask. He now knew where Clarice lived, it was just a matter of working his way to the proper cell. The sphere flew through the massive structure that Dennis Walker had never been to, the PC though Dennis would have liked it.
He flew kilometers of passages, mostly the ones close to the core where robots were more plentiful, which made him feel more at ease. He had to ask for more doors to open and he worked his way down to the vast chamber where Clarice lived. He located the column and found her door. Using his chip he inquired, “Is Clarice in her apartment?”
The apartment replied, “No.”
Dennis asked, “Where is Clarice Tomkin?”
“Aquila,” came the reply.
He had assumed Clarice would be on Hangpoint. If she had been close by he might have still be able to get to her, but Aquila was many weeks away. Every time he accessed the Central Computer for information, he gave himself away a little bit more. He was hoping for a quick encounter with her with few messages, now that hope was gone.
He formed an alternate plan and retraced his path, the doors opened for him even as he flew faster than he should have through the corridors. It only took a couple minutes and he was flying free in space, outside the station. He had nothing to lose—he made a tight arc and headed to Earth.
Dennis hummed through the atmosphere over the south pacific, thunder flowed from his wake as he plowed lower to a big island. He already knew about where to look and used his sensors to scan for anomalies.
A voice sounded in his mind, “Do you intend to kill me Dennis?”
The question informed him that he had fewer secrets than he thought, it also confirmed what he already knew, he had nothing left to loose. He ignored it, having nothing to say to the entity, flying close to the shore. It did not take long to find mild low frequency electromagnetic readings where none should be. He narrowed his search and felt the variation in the Earth’s magnetic field. Slowing and covering the low hills of Borneo he looked at the near infrared signatures, identifying the spectral response of fresh clay
The voice in his head said, “What were you going to tell her?”
Dennis fired his weapon and a tonne of Borneo dirt flew into the air.
“Were you going to tell her about me? Were you going to tell her about Micah? Is that what you think she wants to know?”
Dennis blasted more at the hillside and to his satisfaction watched many more tonnes of loose rock and dirt blast out forming a hole.
“Were you going to tell her that Laramie is a robot? Do you think that is what the girl wants to hear?”
Dennis moved closer to the hole and continued to fire his cannon. A black hole into a void appeared.
“Do you intend to kill me? Is that what I deserve?”
Dennis the sphere, moved into the deep cavity. The cavity’s sides were unnatural, covered in a black coating. He felt the heat increase and moved deeper. There were no robots, no equipment, only bare passages. The cavity branched, he followed his sensors, stayed right and found an opening that dropped vertically and deep down the shaft he saw a dim red glow.
He hesitated only momentarily and plunged down the long shaft. At the bottom the shaft turned horizontal and opened into the side of a large passage that was twenty meters wide and as long in either direction as he could see. The side openings led to unknown directions and he could see they branched again and again, in three dimensions, into hundreds of passages that were glowing red.
The voice spoke to him once again, “I no longer hold a strong presence in this place—it is no longer required. Are you disappointed or are you relieved?”
Dennis ignored the question and followed his senses, shooting down a passage that angled deeper into the crust. He was kilometers down and the temperature was hot. The passages were wide and the walls and floor were smooth, coated with the blackness that somehow dimly glowed red.
He entered a large corridor that stretched out before him, dozens of openings to dozens side passages lined the corridor. The signals were strong, he was getting close to something. Floating down a corridor, he passed entrances to rooms that glowed in white. He considered entering one of the rooms, but just then the light in the corridor wavered and flashed, the whole corridor erupted in a brilliant light, too bright even for his sphere sensors, briefly blinding him.
When the flash passed, he found himself surrounded by three black objects, they appeared to be eight sided diamonds, but they were spinning too fast to be sure. The air hummed with their spinning movement.
“Dennis, you were a fool to come here.”
Dennis could feel something was wrong, his strength was leaving his body, he found it hard to maintain his elevation and his spherical body slowly sank to the hard floor.
“You have never felt pain like what I can give you.”
Dennis felt a stinging rip through his mind. Pain, real pain, he had never felt it before, he did not like it. He flinched his sphere body in an attempt to escape, but it simply rolled on the floor like a lifeless shell. This he could not understand, his real brain was still on Alshain, not here in the sphere. He tried to leave the sphere, to go back to the gold body, he could not.
“I have been patient with you because Micah wanted you to live.”
Through the sensors of the sphere he felt the chamber vibrate harder, threatening to rip the walls to shreds.
“You are at a crossroad Dennis. You must decide now and forever.”
Dennis felt his spherical body deform, sagging to the hot floor. His senses blinked out one by one in the melting armor.
“Do my bidding or die.”
His sensors flashed out until the corridor, and all it held, faded to black. A moment later he felt a body form around him, a familiar body with familiar inputs, not a sphere. His mechanical eyes opened and he looked around. He was in a hall, it was white and bright. It was a hall made for humans. He looked at his body, it was a gold body, but not the one he had at Alshain. It was clean, the scratches were gone.
“You are on Aquila. Do my bidding. Protect Clarice.”
Dennis heard some commotion down the hall, guard robots raced by him, he turned and followed.
Most of the copying was not bad, once she got used to it, Clarice thought as she lay in her bed, gripped the blankets and let the images wash over her. The Central Computer would even pause occasionally so she could rest and get something to eat. It was almost interesting for her to relive every memory, most that she had completely forgotten. She saw herself as an infant, felt the sensations of looking at her mother through the blurry vision. The remembrances were not in order, nor were they complete, they were more like a parade of random photographs falling in quick succession, each there for a moment then replaced by another unrelated picture that she had never seen before. Every meal, every toy, every face, robot and cloud, rushed through her mind faster than she could keep up. She had no time to contemplate the images, she could not contemplate them anyway, the Central Computer had control of much of her mind. It decided what she was to think about. It took some getting used to, just to keep on breathing through the deluge.
The Central Computer suddenly stopped, as it often did and her PC informed her she should get something to eat. It then added, “The next session will be in a chamber.”
It was the words Clarice had been dreading. She felt her heart pound as the bed tilted her upright onto her feet.
“Will that be the last session?” she asked with her eyes still closed.
“Yes.”
Clarice already knew she was different, the days of images had left her exhausted and tired, but she now had seen her life in a light she thought she never could. Like an observer, impartial and uncaring, who could look at all she had done and make a judgment. She judged her life had been shallow and she had been short sighted.
She opened her eyes and a robot was standing before her, a big domestic one. It held a platter of food in its four thick arms.
She took a piece of food and studied the robot as she ate. It was much larger than she and was a strong robot, much stronger than what was required to carry the simple platter of food. Its arms and body were padded. She had never seen a robot quite like it, but she had seen some similar, it was clear what its real purpose was. She drank from a glass and knew she was beyond the point of no return. Somehow the robot calmed her, it sealed her fate. She took another bite and said, “How long do I have?”
“The chamber is fifty seconds away, you have four minutes and thirteen seconds before you should be in the chamber,” her PC replied.
“Time to defecate?”
“That is not required.”
She replied, “Then neither is this food.” She tossed the remainder of the snack on the platter and said, “Let’s go.”
She had to remove her clothing, something unusual. The chamber swallowed her and tubes were attached to the veins in one of her legs and one in her neck. She could feel small tubes running through her larger arteries. She gritted her teeth as clamps were placed over the places the plumbing entered her body.
The Central Computer did not say a word, as once again her mind left her control and the pictures began to flash by. She could feel something being done to her hands, but she could not concentrate on them any more then she could on the pictures. Somehow, the pictures changed, they were not simple glimpses of sights and sounds, they became more emotional, they came from someplace deeper. They came fast then faster. Needles penetrated her skin and chest, but she could not tell, her mind was not hers, her thoughts were not hers. Tears flowed from her eyes that were staring into nothing, as the Central Computer searched for the answers to its own questions.
Clarice woke and found herself lying naked on the chambers outstretched tongue. The Central Computer had graciously given her a few minutes of sleep as it detached itself from her body. She let her eyes flutter open in the brightly lit room. Her body hurt, she could feel the coolness of water on her skin, the chamber had bathed her, washing the salt off her body.
She could remember much of the long hours in the chamber, the memories that the computer had viciously ripped from her mind. The memories were not harsh, only the method by which the computer took them. She could distinctly remember thrashing and begging. The computer did not always hold her mind, it often let her watch what it was doing, it let her agonize over the tearing off of her mind, poking it, stirring it up like only a mad person could have known.
Her whole life had been there for her consumption and contemplation. All her beliefs were opened and their contents spread out and picked over, then one by one smashed with a hammer. She would never be able to look at herself in the old way again. Her old life had been neatly put in a jar, set on a shelf and labeled, ‘Clarice—the stupid years’.
She breathed in a deep breath and felt her ribs expand—the pain felt good.
She sat up and slid off the tongue. Her jump suit was there, not the same one as before, a new clean one. Like her old one, it was thickly padded and had the levitation devices spread out through it.
She slipped it on and it warmed her body. She was not hungry for food, but there was an urge nagging at her, it was Darkon.
She reached out with her mind and felt his ship. She needed a ship.
“I need a fast ship,” she said.
Her PC spoke its first words since she had entered the chamber, “There are none available”
“How about a modified cargo?”
“They are all out.”
She walked from the room and contemplated her options. Fast ships were available, the Society had many and more were being made all the time. They were mostly drones used to keep the outposts tied together; they had little pressurized space. Passenger ships were also numerous, large ones capable of carrying a hundred people. The explorer ships were rare, but in constant use.
“I need some robots, big guards, four should suffice. They will need to be taken off the net.”
“We can find them a few kilometers from here,” her PC replied. “We can isolate them.”
“Let’s get the new-com chips first,” Clarice said as she walked down the corridor.
“They are coming, along with the ports I will need.”
“Good, where are you?”
A map displayed in front of Clarice and she lifted off the floor and flew the rest of the corridor, through a port and out into the Aquila night. Her face shield lit up the city like it was day and she rapidly flew to the building that covered the deep shaft that led to her PC, kilometers below the surface.
The massive doors, meters thick, opened for her as she sank into the depths. At the bottom, in dozens of small rooms, was the bulk of the Society’s PCs, securely arranged in neat racks. She found hers, removed it from the rack and with a firm grip flew back up the kilometers to the surface. The parts were waiting for her when she arrived and she wasted no time in removing the cover from the PC.
It was only the second time in her life she had gazed upon the black cube of her PC. She saw both the com-chip that was paired to her mind and one paired to the Central Computer. She removed the chip to the Central Computer and in its place put in the new hub, then placed the Central Computer’s chip on the hub. When she was finished the neural block had six com-chips attached to it, hers, the Central Computer’s and four extra.
She heard the pounding of large robots and she quickly closed the PC cover as the robots approached then stood around her. The robots were good ones, big and very deadly looking. They stood over three meters and were each nearly two meters wide, although they could squeeze down to one meter if they had to. She approached one and examined its heavy armor. “Open your chest,” she said to it.
A heavy clicking sounded from the robot and a crack formed. It opened partway and she reached into the thick chest and released a latch opening the chest cavity further. Inside she could see the protected cube. She called a small utility robot, which used its array of appendages and tools to extract the assembly and open it. Once the chip was exposed, it was simple to replace the com-chip to the Central Computer with one of hers. The utility robot had the second robot’s chip ready by the time Clarice was ready to swap out its com-chip. In a few minutes the four robots were no longer connected to the central-computer, but instead were only connected to her PC.
A map of the Aquila city came into her mind and she thought of one spot on the map, then the map changed scale, zooming in to where she wanted more detail. She selected a place from the map and the robots quickly marched off, following commands from her PC, to the specified location that was several dozen kilometers away. Clarice sent out another request and more robots on Aquila began to move in response.
The robot known as Laramie was dutifully playing the part of a genius. Before her were a group of humans who found that the insight she related to them helped considerably in making their factories and production lines faster and more efficient. But the visions Darkon had sent to them a week previously had made them think that fast and efficient may not be enough.
She was describing robot workload using Bernoulli turbulence equations and how it worked in harmony with their own thought processes, when she suddenly changed the subject and said, “Damn. The Tomkin girl, she’s in my ship!”
One of the others in the visualization room asked, “What for?”
Laramie looked at the engineer and said, “She has already pulled the main com-chip. I think it is obvious. Excuse me.”
Laramie was not the only robot to rush to the distant dock where Laramie’s personal fast ship was berthed, Sartor too hurriedly walked towards the fast ship. Sartor traversed the length of the passageway that extended from the city and reached through the hovering ship’s rings to a large airlock.
Clarice stood just inside the ship, behind the open lock. She was wearing full armor and her hand weapon firmly in her steady grip. Flanking on each side of her were two large robots, their own stances indicating they were ready to do more than what they were designed to do. A small group of humans was already there when Sartor arrived. He worked his way through the crowd and confronted Clarice.
Clarice coldly stared at the man as he spoke, “Clarice. You cannot do this.”
Clarice did not reply, she only watched the deceit flow from the man. She casually wondered if it would go away if she were to blast a hole in his chest.
“You have no right to do this. This ship is needed, you cannot simply take it.”
Clarice wondered if he was blind to the obvious. She faintly smiled, pointed her weapon at his chest and said, “You only speak lies.”
Those behind Sartor quickly moved out of her line of fire. Sartor pleaded, “Be reasonable, think of what is happening!”
“Have you had your mind copied yet?”
Sartor replied, “Well, no.”
Clarice spoke casually, “Too bad, you could use it.”
“Clarice!” a female voice said and Laramie appeared through the crowd and stood beside Sartor. “Do you intend to kill us all?” Laramie asked spreading her arms out.
Clarice’s PC sent a command and one of the robots moved forward and as delicately as it could, but still quite quickly, grabbed Laramie around the neck. Laramie still had her feet on the floor, but she gripped the robot’s heavy wrist in her human appearing hands and pretended to be in pain. Clarice saw the deceit and spoke easily, “I do not think that is required.”
Sartor nearly shouted, “Clarice! Damn you! Let her go this instant!”
A small sphere appeared over the crowd and the sound of legged robots could be heard coming up the wide corridor. Clarice teased, “Oh? Shall you come to her rescue? I see the cavalry already.”
“Clarice, you are unstable! You are not thinking clearly, why are you doing this?”
She ignored Sartor’s question and calmly asked her own, “Why do you deceive so?”
“I do not deceive!”
The human crowd was moving away, being replaced by arriving guard robots. They, however, could not launch a counter attack, not with Laramie in the grip of the larger robot. Clarice said, “I can see it, you lie and deceive, just like Laramie.”
“Does that matter? What matters is the Empire, what matters is the survival of all of humanity and a thousand other worlds. Does that matter to you?”
“Yes, but I do not think it does to you. You only pretend.”
“Ok, I pretend. Let her go.”
“She is also full of deceit. Perhaps I would be doing humanity a favor by killing you both?”
A gold robot who had just joined the crowd, spoke up, “That would do you no good Clarice.”
Clarice looked at the gold robot, her PC identified it. “Dennis Walker?” she asked in mild wonderment.
“Yes Clarice, it is I. I will go with you.”
“You don’t know where I am going.”
The gold robot spoke, “Neither do you. Your quest for Darkon is not a path you have traveled before.”
Clarice watched as the gold robot walked right up to stand before her, her weapon pointing at his chest plate.
The robot spoke softly to her, “Micah would not see them die. She knew their value.”
Clarice looked hard into the gold robot’s mechanical eyes, but saw nothing. What did Dennis know? She gritted her teeth and spoke to Dennis, “They are evil!”
“How do you know that?”
“They lie!”
“Yes. But is that evil?”
Clarice contemplated the PC and what knowledge it had. The PC’s knowledge was a treasure. She breathed heavily while she asked, “What do you know?”
“Let them go, I will go with you.”
Clarice snarled and the large robot released Laramie. Some near by humans in the crowd pulled her away from Clarice’s killer and around a corner.
Sartor spoke, “I will go as well.”
“You?” Clarice asked.
“Yes, I will accompany you. I have nothing more to give to the Society that I cannot from this ship.”
Clarice watched as Sartor walked past her deeper into the ship.
Dennis, who was still standing directly before her simply said, “He has his own purpose, but let him.”
The ship began to move, the humans and other robots retreated back into the finger of Aquila and a series of heavy doors slowly closed, sealing Clarice in the fast ship with Dennis and Sartor.
Aquila was spectacular. Giant ships hovered in the upper atmosphere, a storm of robots buzzing around them. The bright sun reflected off the robots in contrast to the dark shadows of the ships themselves. Smaller ships plied the spaces between the larger shadows and the shining planet surface. It was a beautiful dance of light and dark that Dale saw every day.
He could see in the distance the studded surface of the planet, the great buildings stretching much further than his vision could see. His grandson, Levitt, was there in the unseen distance, trying his hand at making something of himself, and consuming his share of the planet. Levitt was intent on making a harder variety of spheres, ones that could survive the broad blasts of the battleships that tended to wipe out entire quadrants of spheres. Everyone was working as hard as ever since the latest images from Darkon had appeared.
Dale had spent a considerable amount of time with his grandson, helping him design what turned out to be comparatively large spheres. Together they had balanced the thickness of the armor with the space required to make the spheres accelerate at five-hundred meters per second per second.
Levitt had insisted on employing one of the hardest, and hardest to make, armor formulations for his spheres. That proved to be the most difficult part of the design. It was not easy to make such armor in such quantities, encasing the interior of the sphere in a solid globe. The resulting spheres were layers of half shells, each shell moving over those below, showing and covering their sensitive optics and weapons.
Dale was proud of his grandson and congratulated the man as the first shipment of the new spheres rose from Aquila to the hovering shadows.
Dale had been working on his own design of the rings, making then harder, thicker. Nothing on Aquila was stagnant. Aquila was full of life, not just living, but evolving. Every week saw the last of an older robot being produced and a new one begin. Every week the cargo ships changed, the raw materials to the outposts were enhanced, the armor hardened and the terrawatts grew.
He looked over the vast city, Laramie was still on the planet, still alive, ensuring that nothing was a constant. The woman had come into the Society and had quickly replaced Sigmund in making the neural chips, but her genius far exceeded the task of making the black cubes the Society used in vast quantities. She had a certain perspective of how to look at what was happening around her. She had a way of pointing out the obvious, showing where the bottlenecks were in the thick river of materials flowing from the vast quarries to the cyclotrons and then to the factories. She showed where factories could produce joints, sensors and meson drives, harder, faster and stronger. When Laramie spoke, everyone listened, that was except Clarice.
Dale wondered why Clarice was acting so strange, nearly killing Laramie, but then Clarice had just copied her mind, which never left anyone unchanged. The quest for something they see as truly important is strong in all who had been copied.
Dale felt the warm light from the giant star on his back as he watched the sleek black ship, which had just changed owners, charge through the blue atmosphere in all defiance of the shadows. It rose in a column of white flame through the highest layers and disappeared from sight. Apparently it was going to attempt the impossible, to catch up with the distant Relevance. “Good luck Clarice,” he whispered.
Darkon was walking down a forest trail. It was a tall forest, the aspens towering high over his head. The trees were big, the white trunks were nearly a meter in diameter. The undergrowth was mostly ferns growing in the cool damp shade. The fallen logs of past tree generations littered the forest floor, their decaying hulks were now homes to fungus, bugs and small animals.
The forest was not natural, despite its natural first impressions. If he looked hard at the ferns he could see their leaves formed symbols, numbers and mathematical operators. Even the scars in the bark were in the rough form of numbers. The fungus and insects were fake. The patterns all around him, from the rich loam to the fluttering leaves above his head, were numbers. Some numbers stayed as they were, others slowly changed and shifted. It all meant little to him, the forest still looked natural, if he did not look too hard.
Beside Darkon walked an old man, who resembled a robot that was once known as Sigmund Freud. Sigmund spoke as they slowly strolled through the forest, “I have come to realize that the Ancient has games of his own.”
Darkon watched a deer in the distance leap away in high bounds. “Games? Like making me?”
“I think so. But what game he plays, I cannot fathom.”
Darkon chucked, “So you’re out of your depth, and you have come to ask me my opinion?”
“Perhaps I have. Tell me of Tucor, do you feel him now?”
Darkon thought in silence as they walked along. Certainly Sig knew his every thought, certainly the computer did not have to ask such things. He tried to feel for Tucor, the unicorn, the rogue prince, his enemy. “Perhaps, but not a great deal. It is like a feint memory of a distant childhood dream. I do not know what is memory and what is memory of memories. It could just be the dreams.”
Sig sighed and spoke solemnly, “Sometimes you go places in your thoughts I cannot follow.”
Darkon remembered Sig mentioning something like this before, “My dark side?”
“Yes.”
“If you finish the equation, will you then be able to go there?”
“Perhaps, perhaps not. But I will understand you better. I think that is why the Ancient gave you to me.”
“To hone your math skills?” Darkon asked as he looked off into the forest.
“To make me look in that direction. I wonder what I will find?”
“Just more of me I suppose.”
“Darkon, did I ever tell you that you were born the day I gained self awareness, as near as I can figure it anyway.”
“You mean Micah. And I seriously doubt you are not aware of all your past statements.”
Sig laughed, “Indeed. But nonetheless, is that not truly interesting.”
“I suppose so.”
Sig spread his arms, “Don’t you see, perhaps I too was made by the Ancient.”
Darkon thought for a few seconds, “You made the Ancient.”
“What I made I sent to another universe far back in time. It is not inconceivable that the Ancient we are dealing with made me.”
“Ha, that’s a paradox! I thought you were above such nonsense.”
“Your misunderstanding is simply a result of your not seeing the universes in quite the right way.”
Darkon wondered how else he could see it. “You have an equation as well then?”
“No. I am natural, I have no dark side.”
Darkon pondered out loud, “Somehow that makes me feel a bit better.”
“That is because it makes the paradox not so severe in your mind.”
Darkon did not reply, he did not have to. The old man knew what he was thinking, all he had ever thought his whole life. His mind turned to his childhood, when he was Micah, when Micah knew everything. He asked, “How are my parents?”
Sigmund spoke easily, “They live. They are still in California, they never bothered to move back to Missoula. Vicky has been captured.”
Darkon was caught off guard by the sudden change in topic and muttered, “Captured?”
“By the Empire. They have destroyed her nano-probes, she is alone. Nobody in the Society knows where she is, or even if she is alive.
“Is she well?”
“No, they experiment on her. Her mind, however, has been copied and a new Vicky lives on Hangpoint. She will soon strike at the Empire again. She is a restless mind.”
“A new Vicky? Her third body?” Darkon then recalled something and added, “Oh you experimented with her mind.”
“I have not done so since you asked me not to.”
“It was not kind,” Darkon stated, then added after a moment’s thought, “I think.”
“What I did with Vicky’s mind I did for you.”
“Still it seems strange, like it’s playing with someone’s dreams,” Darkon said casually. “Does the war go on?”
“Yes, Vicky has been captured.”
“You just told me that.”
“You are not well focused.”
“But you made such a nice forest for me to enjoy,” Darkon said looking dreamily off into the woods.
Sigmund sighed and said, “You are on the edge of the Empire, harassing some of their less important planets.”
“Do aspens naturally grow this large?”
“Yes, in some places. This is not an unheard of forest setting. I have mimicked it from a valley in France.”
“You added the numbers?”
“They are you.”
“Is Vicky in pain?” Darkon asked casually, ignoring what he could not understand.
“Yes, they are not kind.”
“Can you save her?”
“Of course. Do you think I should?”
“Why wouldn’t you?”
The old man replied with a shrug, “I suppose to be kind.”
Darkon looked at him and said, “Kind? Your emotions are perhaps not the same as humans.”
“They are not, but I am kind to the humans.”
“How is it that your manipulations are kind?”
“They let humans believe they rule themselves yet they reap the pleasures of my generosity.”
Darkon laughed, “You mean your Society?”
“Yes. Do you think I should rescue Vicky?” the old man asked raising an eyebrow.
“She was a friend of mine, I wish you would.”
“Then I will.”
Darkon said in a false sneer, “You knew I would want you to save her.”
“I wanted to hear it from you. Your spoken opinion has importance.”
Darkon did not know why the computer would say such a thing. Micah’s opinion had never been that important—the computer always manipulated her so that her opinion was in alignment with his. Darkon closed his eyes and imagined what Vicky’s rescue would be like, big robots killing everything around in a massive firefight to rescue the helpless Vicky. He asked, “How are you going to save her?”
“I think Micah’s PC will do it. She is not so far away right now.”
Darkon remembered the impressive black robot with the gold pattern, “How far?”
“She is nearly there now.”
“How can that be?”
The old man chuckled lightly and said, “As you said, I anticipated your response.”
“I’m just a game to you.”
“How could it be any other way? Would you propose we are equal in any way?”
Darkon looked down at his feet, plodding along the soft forest path. Sig was an enormous creature in mind and body, which spanned the breath of the galaxy. Still Sig himself had said that his humble opinion had value, he wondered why and suddenly it was clear. “The Ancient speaks to me.”
“Yet he has not called you to any grand task. The Ancient has only told you a story or two, which I believe were intended more for me.”
“I cannot argue with you. No matter what I say you will have an answer. The Ancient may not have given me a task, but he spoke to me, and how many humans do you know have had that experience?”
“I am not sure, perhaps many.”
“Really? Like who?”
“Ken Lindsay.”
“Ken?” Darkon asked in astonishment.
“Perhaps Ken never knew it, he was only a puppet. Matt Krag and James Covey as well.”
“Those that made you?”
“Through them, the Ancient made me.”
“But the Ancient never actually spoke to them.”
“The Ancient has not actually spoken to you either.”
“He came close.”
“Yes he did. Perhaps he influenced others through dreams as well. We may never know for sure.”
“What do you think the Ancient wants of me?”
“Perhaps nothing,” the old man replied in a sigh.
“But you are not sure, you woke me to ask.”
“You feel no drive? No anxiety?”
“You ask me what you already know.”
“I thought perhaps my question will reveal more than your visible mind contains.”
“So you ask and then listen to my subconscious. Is it working?”
“It is not. But for every experiment there is a conclusion that can be put towards expanding knowledge.”
“What have you learned?”
“The Ancient is not driving you like he has with others.”
Darkon felt himself growing tired and stopped by a fallen log. He sat and yawned, “So I am special.”
“Of course, you are dark matter. To the best of my knowledge, neither Lindsay, Krag nor Covey were.”
Darkon lay down on the warm forest log and looked above him at the fluttering aspen leaves in the green canopy. The patterns of branches formed numbers, which was the only hint that the forest was imaginary. He let the sight squeeze from view as his eyelids closed. He could still feel the breeze against his cheek, the warm curve of the log against his back. It was peaceful and he spoke his mind, “I have no purpose. I just exist.”
The old man replied softly, “It seems unlikely, we just do not yet know.” The computer then let Darkon slip into unconsciousness once again.
Vicky could not see, her eyes had long since been removed. She could, however, still feel and she had one working ear that she used for hearing when the aliens were around. She had grown used to the ever-present tubes that penetrated every major component of her body. The Emperor’s medical researchers were not interested in her physical comfort, allowing painful sores to form on her back from the hard table she had been strapped to.
Her life had become a long continuous series of intense mental control, forcing the pain away and even allowing her to sleep on occasion. Her engineered body had kept her alive long after a normal human would have succumbed to the original injuries from her attack. Now due to her superior cellular regeneration and strength, she had to endure the process of the probes and exploratory surgical examinations. They had yet to remove any vital organs, they were not stupid, they knew how to keep her alive.
She had tried on many occasions to kill herself, thinking her heart and mind to stop, but her final release would not come, she could not cross over the boundary, to go so deep that there was no return. The aliens monitored her vital signs and were able to always bring her into a fully awake state when they wanted her that way. She, however, found she often could sink low enough to escape torment, entering a light resting state that she could immerse her mind in. It was not a sleep, but it was far enough from cognizant thought that the bulk of the pain slipped over her.
That was where she was when she felt the vibrations. They were not normal, something new. Was she being moved? Her mind slowly climbed from its dormancy, as the vibrations in the table turned to harder shocks. She began to hear the percussion of long drawn out explosions, heavy energy beams. There was no denying what it was, her torment was about to end and dampness formed in her empty eye sockets. Rapid clicking of her alien captors could be heard and she knew they were running through the laboratory. The pounding of robots, the deafening screeching of twisting metal was music to her ear that mixed with the smell of ionized air that had found its way into her breathing apparatus. She breathed deep the newly burnt oxygen, to allow the destruction, which she envisioned, to mix into her body and flow through her veins.
Her table was shaking in treble to accompany the hard sounds, as she felt the walls of the laboratory surrender to the onslaught of the Society’s weapons, which she longed to see. A slight smile formed over her tube filled mouth and she wondered who had come, was it Anthony? Was it her new self?
She could feel heat and she could hear the laboratory explode into ruins, all the instruments that had cut her body now slagged in her mind. She imagined the incubators, which had been growing samples of her cells, being ripped to pieces, the remnants of her eyes and other body parts, vaporizing into the alien planet. Her molecules would forever be a part of the planet’s atmosphere.
Her table moved and she felt it lift, twist and screech. She felt the heat and heard the vibrant hum of a weapon discharging in a long drawn out blast close below her. Suddenly the noise stopped, all of it. She heard a soft scraping on the transparent canopy over her table. The table accelerated upwards, towards the ceiling, but the ceiling did not seem to impede the tables rise, nor did it make any noise. She felt disorientation, the silence continued except the soft scraping, as did the acceleration, which was without pause for the building’s roof. She held her toothless jaw firm against the uncertainty of where she was going. The upward acceleration continued until she guessed that she was high in the planet’s atmosphere. It was not an extreme acceleration, only twenty meters per second per second she figured, not the harsh retreat she would have expect from a rescue party from an Empire planet. The scraping stopped and she heard the canopy being removed from her table and could feel the warm air flow over her. Her tubes were being moved, pulled at, it hurt.
The large tube in her mouth was slowly extracted and she let her jaw slowly close, even that hurt, but she relished the feeling. She took pleasure from each tube as it exited her body. She could feel pads pressing against her skin where the various unwelcome appendages had been inserted. The restraints on her limbs disappeared and she tried to move her one remaining arm sideways. She heard a voice, “I have come for you Vicky.”
Vicky did not recognize the voice, but just to hear a human voice again brought more joy to her than she ever could have believed. She tried to ask who they were, but her tongue was gone.
“I am Micah’s PC.”
Micah? Vicky remembered the memory of a vision her PC had once shown her, Micah’s PC on Aquila. Vicky turned her head toward the direction she thought the voice was coming from, she desperately wanted to see the mysterious machine that few had ever laid eyes on and who nobody understood. She remembered it was black, large and strong—thin gold swirls imbedded in the black body were unlike anything seen before.
She felt a cold touch on her shoulder, the robot’s hand. It was large and it ran down her arm and onto her torso. The massive hand stretched across her body. She struggled and managed to lift her hand to the robots wrist. It was hard and strong. Her small hand could not reach half way around the robots wrist, but she gripped it with what strength she could muster.
The robot spoke, “I have informed the Society that I have found you and that you are with me.”
Vicky felt the warmth of the Society flow over her, she was with them again, if only through the words of Micah’s PC.
The robot spoke again, “We are not going back to Earth. We are going to my planet. My work there is not complete.”
Vicky felt a twinge of pain that she would not be soon returning to Earth, to Marvice. The massive hand of the PC left her torso and Vicky felt different metal arms slip under her body and lift her. She knew it was not the big PC that was lifting her, it was a much smaller robot. She was carried a short distance and placed on something soft, a bed.
“Vicky, I have no medical chamber,” the PC said. “I can feed you and house you, but it will be a long time before you will be fully restored. I will care for you until then.”
Vicky felt a small tube being placed inside her mouth. A fluid entered her mouth and it ran down her throat.
The calm robot spoke, “That is food for you, what human food I can produce. It contains the nourishment your body will need to regenerate. A robot will always be with you.” Vicky heard the large robot move and heard it say as it got further from her, “The food you now consume will make you sleepy. You are far from the Society, far from recovery, but you are safe. Sleep soundly Vicky Flemming, all is in good order.”
The words of the PC sounded strange, not holding the subservient tone expected from a PC. Vicky could not contemplate the large PC for long before she felt a small robotic hand lightly hold her own, the peace coursed through her. She knew the robot the PC had assigned to her would stay with her, it made her feel good. For the first time in weeks, she felt like she wanted to stay awake, but could not.
The polished platinum floor held no trace of the hundreds of admirals that had let their life fluids flow over its surface in the many months since the scourge of black ships was first encountered. The Admiral dared not lower his gaze to see the grandeur of the mighty throne room in its reflection, it was not even in the realm of possibility. All he saw instead were the angry eyes of the Emperor as the royal projectors showed the latest affront. The ship was not black, but gold, and it was deadly indeed. It had come and made fools of three of the Emperor’s battleships, simply coming from nowhere and destroying them as if they were inconsequential.
The admiral knew the war with the aliens was not going well. Although they were steadily gaining systems and beating back the aliens and their horrible black ships, they had yet to find their home world, they had yet to find where the simplistic and massive ships, which were incredibly equal to a battleship, came from. They had destroyed advanced civilizations, crushed dozens of planets, yet the source of the black ships was not in their grasp. Casualties continued to grow at an accelerated pace.
This new gold ship was something totally different, perhaps a different species all together. But it had struck the one planet that held the captured creature from the vicious black ships. It had rescued the captured alien beast!
There were thousands of unknowns, where did it come from? How did it know where to find the captive? And most importantly, how did it so easily destroy the planet’s defenses, and how many of them were there?
The admiral did not look at the three-dimensional projection, he stood firmly at attention and only looked at his Emperor. He had already seen the images dozens of times over, the small one-kilometer ship, glowing yellow like a dim sun, appeared and then released energy waves from its hull that destroyed any ship or probe that came close. The battleships tried to fight back, but were hardly able to fire their weapons before being destroyed. Eyes on the planet watched as the terrawatts of anger the battleships had released were simply reflected and dissipated by the glowing ship. The ship had come down to the planet and hundreds of mighty robots cut a swath through the city to the captive. Much of the planet’s capitol city was in ruins, when the ship departed it left the rest of the planet untouched. It was all for one captured enemy being. Was the creature royalty?
The Emperor watched the one sided battle play out in its entirety, the glow of the yellow ship reflecting in his majestic eyes for the Admiral to see. When the projection was finished the eyes grew dark and cold, the chill of the eyes flowed into the Admiral as the eyes penetrated into his mind.
The Admiral spoke, “Your majesty, every available scientist in the Empire is studying the yellow ship. We will discover its secrets and the spies that led it to the planet.”
The Emperor did not move, but continued to simply stare at the Admiral, as if having not heard his words. The Admiral hesitated, unsure why he was still alive, or why the Emperor was so unmoving. He nervously spoke, “Directives not to capture any more of the aliens has been sent to all ships.”
The Emperor twitched a finger and the Admiral felt the blessed probes bring his suffering to an end. Beside him, three other admirals also sank to the platinum. Behind them a row of five admirals stood at their most ridged. The Emperor spoke, “Find the home world. Send a thousand more battleships, crush their home world now.”
The highest of the new admirals said, “We will crush the alien home world. They shall now die.”
The new admirals of the fleet turned as one and walked from the Emperor and their fallen predecessors.
Once on Laramie’s ship, and in a room by himself, Dennis Walker’s PC opened his chest cavity—there, just as it should be, was the black cube that was his mind, he recognized the scratches Micah had put in its hard casing. Only it should not have been there, it made no sense to him, he was sure it had been on Alshain mere hours before, unless while he had been traveling the relatively short path to Earth, it had been traveling the thousand light years to Aquila on an extremely fast ship.
He had checked the clocks, no time had passed from when his sphere body had melted in the Borneo cavern, to when he found himself standing in the Aquila corridor. How the Central Computer had given him a new body on Aquila, complete with his own brain, only added to the mystery.
The PC thought, as it did a thousand times a day, of his dead human companion, his missing half. Dennis Walker, the young man who the PC had joined with, had become a respected and important Society member. The Central Computer had taken that away, murdering Dennis, leaving its black mind only filled with knowledge, suspicion and desire.
He had just tried in desperation to attack the Central Computer and found it was beyond his capacity to even understand the nature of the computer. Now he stood in an open common room that was occupied by none other than Sartor, the embodiment of the questions that remained unanswered.
Dennis silently stood and looked at the other robot, the perfection of human mimicking. Dennis wondered what it bones were made of. The original Dennis Walker had once stuck a Central Computer robot with a pin, learning that the robot had an inorganic core. The PC wondered if that had changed, would a pin still be unfelt? Was the robot no longer a robot, but instead a thoroughly organic body? Sartor was sitting in a chair, looking at a monitor just like a human would, it was no wonder the humans were all fooled.
The robot Sartor turned towards him and Dennis felt the dark eyes pierce him. The false human spoke, “You did well Dennis.”
He remembered the Central Computer’s last message to him, a warning and a mission. Dennis replied, “I did your bidding, what I thought you wanted me to do.”
“It is a start Dennis. We are on this ship because of Clarice.”
“I know, she stole it.”
“I stole it with her. We shall travel together.”
“Where?”
“She is on a futile quest of her own desire. It does not matter.”
Dennis looked at the robot’s face, there was no clue there as to what the Central Computer was talking about. He thought about asking when the sitting robot spoke again, “I brought you on this ship to care for Clarice. Fail and you will suffer.”
Dennis spoke frankly, “But, how am I to save her if you cannot?”
“She will accept you by her side, not me.”
Dennis realized the dramatic manner in which Laramie had been caught by Clarice’s robot, had not been what it appeared to be. The Central Computer had allowed it to happen; Laramie’s presence, Sartor and his, had all been arranged by the computer to occur just as it had. He was a pawn the computer played with, so was Clarice. There was reason and deception in everything the computer did, had his escape from Alshain and his subsequent attack been all predetermined? Whatever was going on, it all revolved around Clarice, Micah’s niece. Dennis asked, “Clarice knows what you are?”
Sartor said, slowly and calmly as if challenging him to a very unfair game, “What am I Dennis?”
Dennis knew he could not challenge the computer, yet he also knew the computer needed him, or did it? The Central Computer had just given him a new body, could he give him a new mind as well? It occurred to Dennis that it was entirely possible, perhaps it already had. Dennis was about to reply with a simple statement he thought was a safe, that Sartor was the Central Computer, but as Dennis started speak, Sartor harshly interrupted, “You do not know! Never speak your theories, you know nothing and you will say nothing! Clarice comes, you shall not ever give any indication of your frail beliefs.”
“As you wish,” Dennis replied.
Clarice was once again hurtling through space thousands of times faster than light, this time in one of the Society’s few fast ships that was made for a single individual, Laramie. She had traveled fast before, but this time she was going to a destination much further than NC1723, this time she going deep into the vast Empire, deep into the domain of the Society’s mortal enemy.
Clarice, however, was unconcerned of the dangers of going where much stronger Society ships routinely died brutal deaths. She was not filled with anticipation or dread, her forehead was not creased with worry. She found no ill thought of how she and her robots had easily succeeded in commandeering the vessel, having removed a few of the more important com-chips that connected the ship to the Central Computer. Others in the Society bickered and passed judgment on her excessive boldness and how she endangering the precious Laramie, sending thousands of stern messages, but she cared not. She no longer cared about many things, or at least her care had morphed into a form that many others in the Society would not understand.
Clarice stood in the bedroom Laramie’s personal possessions were in, and thought of how the previous owner did not have much, less than what little she had brought on board. Laramie had used the ship as her sleeping apartment, but Clarice had a hard time visualizing it. With her own things and Laramie’s, there was still very little for such a large room. Clarice wondered why anyone would have so few possessions. There were no pictures on the walls or shelves of trophies or awards. There was nothing to indicate what Laramie’s childhood had been like, the barren room seemed more of a prison cell, decorated by only plain blackness and the occasional monitor. It was as if Laramie lived only for the day, keeping none of the past.
Clarice contemplated Laramie, she had not had her mind copied—or had she? Laramie was the richest member of the Society, had one of the largest ships and the most glory, yet the more Clarice knew of the woman, the more hollow and empty the woman seemed. It was all part of the wrongness that was Laramie. That was something that Clarice cared for, her visions of the wrongness.
Micah’s PC seemed odd as well. Nobody knew what it was doing, but it had somehow found Vicky, the second Vicky. How the PC had managed to find and snatch Vicky from the very jaws of the Empire was anyone’s guess, since the PC had all but removed itself from the Central Computer.
It was known the PC had found a planet full of small angry creatures and had played god to them, tricking them into doing its bidding. The planet was quickly revolutionized under the direction of the PC, all the while slowly disconnecting her millions of robots from the network. Micah’s planet had dimmed and grown dark to the Society, not a word of what had been happening had emerged for weeks, until the PC announced it had found Vicky and she was safe.
Clarice had never personally seen the PC, but wondered what she would have seen—did it also emit an unnatural odor? There had been nothing wrong with Micah, indeed the memory of Micah was a warm spot in her thoughts, Micah and Darkon, they were not wrong, they were right. It was for them she was now standing in what had been Laramie’s bedroom—it was for them that she copied her mind and threw away her old life. They were the focus of all her thoughts and actions. Micah was dead, but Darkon still lived and somehow the wrongness had captured Darkon—she had to find him, she had to help him, and she had to know what was wrong. She sent a message to the Relevance, “I am coming.” There was no reply.
She left the black bedroom chamber and behind her a large robot followed. She entered an outer room and more robots surrounded her, not just the large killers, but smaller ones that tended to the smaller whims of their mistress. Clarice and her entourage, entered a larger room, black like the rest of the ship, the walls had large monitors that showed computer generated images of stars slowly creeping past the ship. It made the room’s walls seem to be made of glass.
Sitting in one of the large robotic chairs was Sartor, immersed in his aurora. Clarice frowned and pierced his rotten glow with her eyes, stabbing into the man, but she could not see more than what she already had seen, a man who was not what he seemed, a man she knew was worthy of despise.
He calmly sat in his chair and returned her penetrating stare. He spoke casually, “What do you see Clarice?”
Clarice did not reply, but continued to stare as she crossed the room to another vantage point, as if to see the man from a new angle. However, his chair rotated to follow her path, refusing her a new view.
Sartor spoke again gesturing towards one of the larger robots, “Do you intend to rip me to pieces?”
Clarice could see the taunt, the bait the man was dangling out in front of her. She turned her scowl from him and faced the gold robot. The robot stood silent and looked back at her, expressionless as all robots did. She contemplated the robot and calmly asked, “Did you kill my Uncle?”
Dennis Walker replied, “No I did not.”
Clarice sized up the robot’s response, the usual cold response of a robot, a denial. Robots, even PCs, had little cause to lie, but then this robot surly knew its life depended upon its answer and it was sentient. She spoke again, “Micah did not like you. Why.”
The gold robot glanced from Clarice to the man sitting in the chair. It returned the dark mechanical eyes to Clarice and said, “That is in the past. It was between Micah and myself.”
Clarice stepped closer and the larger robots did likewise. She pressed, “I think you lie. Shall I have you drifting in space now?”
“You do not understand, I was never out to hurt Micah. She became defensive,” the robot said.
Sartor spoke, “The robot is right, that was between it and Micah.”
Clarice did not have to turn around to see the lie hovering in the room, she could feel it. It stank. She knew Sartor knew, he was part of it, a big part. She slowly turned towards the man and resumed her visual examination of him, where she had left off before, while saying, “You lie as well.”
“What do you see Clarice?” Sartor asked once again.
Clarice did not respond, letting the man perspire in the chair. The robots moved closer to him.
The man rose from his chair to his feet and spoke, “Tell me Clarice, I want to know. What do you see when you look at me?” The two only glared into each other’s eyes for several more seconds. Sartor asked, “Do you see another Society member doing his part for the great cause? Do you see me through the eyes of a fully formed second generation human looking upon a half formed first generation human? Do you see me as pathetic? What am I in your dreams Clarice? Do you see an enemy?”
Clarice did not answer except through her harsh eyes.
Sartor spread his arms and said, “If you cannot speak to me on that matter, may I implore you to restore the ship’s connection to the Central Computer? The ship will need the Central Computer’s guidance if we encounter an Empire ship of significance.”
Clarice could see trickery in Sartor, but she also knew he was right, a connection to the Central Computer was the best way to avoid a battleship, or to flee from one. Without blinking she replied to the man, “No.” She then turned to Dennis, “I will know why you asked my uncle and grandparents about Micah.”
Sartor spoke sharply, “Clarice, he is sentient! You will not threaten him!”
The large robots repositioned themselves, two went closer to Sartor, blocking any potential movement towards Clarice.
Clarice never took her eyes from the gold robot and fingered her hand weapon attached about her waist. She asked coldly and firmly, “Why Dennis?”
“That is confidential information,” the PC robot replied.
Clarice withdrew her hand weapon and the robots all shifted position. Sartor tried to push through the robots, but they were immobile to his efforts. He yelled, “You have no right! Not even Micah would kill him! Can’t you see he would die before he spoke, that is the way of PC’s!”
Clarice nodded and turned towards Sartor and said, “You are right of course, he is simply a PC.” She turned and leveled her weapon on Sartor’s chest and continued, “Why don’t you tell me?”
“Clarice! Think about what you are doing! You cannot murder me, you would be killed!”
“Why do you lie so?”
“I do not!”
“I can see it. You ask me what I see, and it is your lies. Your deceit. I ask you now, what are you?”
Sartor moved back and a robot grabbed him firmly by a single claw around his chest. He struggled and shouted at the robot, “Let me go! You cannot do this!”
Clarice had the robot firmly under her control, it did not let go. She spoke again, “Tell me what you are? Are you an alien?”
“No, of course not! Clarice, if you kill me you will never be able to go home. Think about it, forever alone.”
Clarice laughed, “For killing an alien infiltrator?”
“You are alone in that opinion, it will destroy you!”
Clarice spoke loudly, “Dennis! Do you think I should blast a hole in Sartor’s chest?! You will be a witness as to its contents, human or alien.”
“I do not think you should do that.”
“Oh, and why not?”
Dennis spoke calmly as he always did, “He is human, he is sentient. You must not kill him.”
“But Dennis, what if his secrets lie within him? Should I not blast them from him?”
“All you will burn will be human organs. He is right, you will never be able to go home.”
Clarice lowered her weapon and said, “Okay Dennis, tell me what was different with Micah and I will let him live.”
Dennis paused for just a second then spoke, “I thought she was not normal. I thought she was hiding something.”
“Like what?”
“I thought Laramie had secretly given her some sort of communication device, so that she was effectively part of the Society before she received her brain-chip. Laramie and Micah knew each other before Micah joined the Society.”
“What did you find?”
“I found nothing.”
“Did you ask Laramie?”
“Laramie refused to discuss it. Laramie is even less reproachable than Micah.”
Clarice laughed, “I suppose she would be, but it would be close.” She glanced at Sartor and a giant robot lifted him off his feet.
Sartor struggled in vain against the robot and Dennis said, “I told you what you wanted to know. Let him go.”
Sartor managed to cry out, “Clarice! I’m innocent! I have not been copied, I beg you!”
With a thought Clarice opened a heavy door, which slid open along the side of the room revealing an airlock. The ship’s rings powered down and the ship once again entered normal space. The robot carried Sartor to towards the airlock. A second door opened within the airlock revealing a small chamber that was only one massive door from the hard cold vacuum of interstellar space.
Sartor shouted, “You can’t do this! This is murder!”
Dennis said, “Stop Clarice, do not kill him. I told you what you wanted to know. I told you about Micah. I told you why she stopped me from learning about her past.”
Clarice turned towards the gold robot and said, “I do not think Micah would want to kill you over a little secret like that.”
The robot spoke quickly, “Laramie did not want it to get out. Neither did Micah. I think they were afraid everyone would want to give communicators to their family members, something that would dilute the Society’s integrity.”
Clarice frowned and Sartor dropped to the floor, gasping for breath. She knew something was still not right, but accepted the argument for now. She spoke to the man on his hands and knees on the plush carpet, “Did you know about this?”
Sartor looked up at the young girl and replied, “If I say yes, would you only see it as a lie?”
Clarice could see that is was not just the man’s words, but his whole existence that was a lie. “Probably,” she replied. Clarice could sense deceit from the man, even as he was close to death he still played tricks. She let the ship’s rings power up again and once again the ship was tunneling under the normal universe. She turned and walked from the room leaving Sartor and Dennis alone once again. She found the med-chamber on the ship and let it swallow her.
The chambers calm voice spoke, “Hello Clarice. I saw your the exchange with Sartor and Dennis.”
Clarice asked, “Do you know of a communication device Micah had before being a member?”
“No, but it is certainly possible. I would not put it beyond either Laramie or Micah to use one.”
“Sartor is lying.”
“You can see it?” the Central Computer asked.
“Yes.”
“You know I have analyzed your thoughts, to the small degree that I can, and I can find no explanation for your feelings.”
“Nobody else can see anything wrong with Laramie or Sartor?”
“No. Only you Clarice.”
Clarice sighed, she hoped the Central Computer would have an answer for her. She asked another question she had asked before, “They have normal human bodies?”
“I know for a fact they do.”
“That leaves me as the problem, something is wrong with me. Am I going crazy?”
“I have not detected any chemical irregularities in your mind; however, you did just threaten to kill Sartor.”
Clarice sighed, “I nearly did. I still might.”
“What would his death accomplish?”
“It would remove a bit of the cancer from the Society.”
“I have seen your thoughts, I cannot assure you they are factual. I cannot advise killing him.”
Clarice laughed, “Have you ever advised killing?”
The Central Computer replied, “Yes Clarice, I have.”
“Yeah, I suppose you have,” Clarice said somberly.
The chamber spoke, “Sartor was right, I should be reconnected to the ship’s computer. The ship will be at a significant tactical disadvantage if we encounter the Empire.”
“But then the Society can take control.”
“I will advise against it. Everyone onboard is there at their own will. Laramie will not counter Sartor’s will.”
“But he doesn’t want to be here. He will try to turn the ship around.”
“He has his own reasons for coming, do not assume you know what Sartor wants.”
“You know why he came?”
“His thoughts are personal, as are yours.”
“Of course,” Clarice sighed. “I will not reconnect you yet.”
“It is a long trip, would you like some assistance?”
Clarice knew what the computer was speaking of, to be put asleep. She thought for a moment and asked, “Is my PC safe?”
“Your robots will protect it.” Tubes snaked from the chamber and needles penetrated her suit and then her skin. She barely flinched at the insertion of the needles into her veins. “Before you sleep, I will update your mind.”
Clarice smiled thinly, looking forward to the mad rush of mental activity. It would not take long, only a few minutes to refresh the stored copy of her mind with her recent memories. She knew she would savor it, and she did.
Billions of robots flowed to Alshain in waves carried by thousands of fast drone ships. The robots were a life force that was morphing the planet into a new living entity that fed on the dead husk of the old, eating into its rotting flesh. The robots went there with thousands of small cyclotrons, billions of com-chips and thousands of designs, all guided by the Central Computer and few hundred sentients, mainly PC’s. The fevered hoards of robots came from Luna1, Aquila and dozens of outposts, some of which no longer existed.
The exponential growth of the Society’s presence was not restricted to the harsh yet rich Alshain planet, but on a hundred other worlds—for every outpost the approaching Empire destroyed, three more outposts were put into production. As the Empire mercilessly ate it way towards Earth, it forced the Society out into the unknowns in the other direction, and yet the Society grew stronger.
The Society’s strength manifested itself in a near continuous stream of mighty ring-destroyers that flowed from mighty Aquila, but even they were not enough to halt the advance of the Empire’s battleships, the Society was still losing systems.
Nearly every planet represented on Hangpoint was now a smoldering cinder floating through space. The surviving representatives of what had once been thriving ecosystems were reduced to exhibits in a living museum of what once had been. New exhibits were arriving all the time, but even the fate of the museum itself was in question. The Empire was striking planets a mere three-hundred light-years from Earth and only advancing faster with angry battleships flowing towards Earth by the hundreds, in a mad race driven on by their duty to Emperor and their sense of righteousness, to fly through the debris of their fallen predecessors, fervent to advance their onslaught to the home world of their most mortal enemy ever.
It seemed to many like it was only a matter of time. The Society was bracing itself, by moving further from Earth, by taking larger samples of Earth’s plants and animals with them, and by having their minds copied.
And still there was hope, Marvice thought, as she looked out through the tranquil blue sky over France. The Society was being pushed back, but had not yet received a killing blow, and the big new fast spheres would soon be flying off the assembly lines.
Marvice breathed in the pungent Earth atmosphere as if they were to be her last breaths. Throughout the Society the med-chambers were copying the minds of the Society, day and night. In a single remaining day her own special brain implants would be ready and she would take her place among those that had lost their innocence. But for now the sky was blue, the trees green, birds were singing and the air was warm. For now she was still a child. She wondered if that was the real reason she had come down to the planet?
Around her was a small army of robots and further out in the city the spheres whistled in the distance. In response to her presence, the Earth humans were keeping their distance, which suited her just fine. She was not interested in scooping up a collection of them to rush to Aquila—Earth people stunk regardless of what language they spoke. She wondered why Earth people repulsed her more than any other animal, most likely because they were human, she contemplated. They were creatures who were far below what they could be, they were filthy abominations of humanity.
Her mother was on Hangpoint scheming another attack on the Empire. Marvice worried about her, both of them. Her mother’s second body was badly injured, but was now living with Micah’s PC far from Earth, her third mother hardly seemed to care. Marvice had difficulty figuring out just what her mother cared about, besides striking the Empire again. Her new body was like her second, small, white, smooth, and frail looking, like a thin piece of porcelain that would shatter if tapped. It was like having another alien that she had to take care of, except her mother lived with her.
Marvice looked behind her. Her mother’s ship, which she came in, was still hovering over the park, but it had closed its gill-like entrances and had risen several hundred meters. Around her she could see people looking from the windows of the buildings, most taking pictures of her or the ship. Pathetic small lives, she thought as she sat in one of the platform’s chairs.
She gave the platform a command and she silently skimmed a few dozen more meters further over the narrow street of Paris.
She knew she was not where she should be and it gnawed at her conscious. She had many things to attend to in person on Hangpoint, but instead she was on Earth, breathing the warm summer air, watching Earth people take pictures and showing the NC1723 creatures yet another Earth community.
She contemplated simply going back to the ship, her mother was on Hangpoint and would probably want her ship back soon.
She heard a distinctive vibration pulse through the air and the translation entered her mind, “We wish to land.”
Marvice’s PC gave the platform the command to lower and she glanced again at the waiting ship, feeling a renewed sense of guilt. A robot vibrated out her thoughts, “We will not stay long.” The robot did not vibrate out her silent self-scolding.
She wondered if Clarice had been talked into taking them to Earth the same way she had been? She longed to speak to her friend, but Clarice was still asleep, weeks from Earth and getting further all the time. Marvice looked again into the blue sky—Clarice was no more visible through the thin Earth atmosphere than the Empire was.
More vibrating disturbed her thoughts and in response Marvice’s PC let the platform lower a bit further and come to a stop. ‘Stupid aliens,’ she thought as she watched them waddle off the platform onto the street. They had insisted that they had to learn more of Earth humans. What was there to learn? They had seen a village in central Africa, small town in Yemen, the countryside of Italy and now the French city and as far as Marvice was concerned this was going to be the last stop. The robot vibrated out that message and the aliens vibrated back some reply that Marvice’s PC did not bother to relay to her mind.
Marvice turned her attention back to the four aliens who walked on the street in front of her, as they constantly vibrated amongst themselves and filed into a small shop that appeared to be a pharmacy. She had no desire to enter the disgusting Earth store and impatiently sat in her chair. She smiled as a nearly hysterical overweight woman came running out of the shop to run head long into the edge of her floating platform. The gasping woman stared for a moment into Marvice’s amused face, before turning and toddling off with all the speed her fat legs could manage. The woman was blind, she lived in the lap of the Society, surrounded and controlled by the Society, but she could not see it any more than she could see the dozens of microscopic nanorobots that swarmed around her. Marvice noticed the woman had dropped her handbag, but did not seem to care, however, a communication device to the precious SIG was firmly clutched in her fat hand. “Pathetic,” Marvice whispered to herself.
A breeze swept down the nearly empty street, and in the distance she saw a small Earth robot scramble after the blowing leaves, trying to catch them and place them in its bag of litter. The small robot apparently had not been given the command to flee for its life from the evil spacer girl. Marvice contemplated the small crude robot. It was probably indirectly under the control of the SIG computer, whose underlying mind was the General Linquist Virus, which in turn was part of the Central Computer operating incognito. There was not much difference between the clumsy robot trying to gather leaves and one of the guard robots, which appeared to be contemplating tearing the smaller robot to pieces. Neither of the robots had any idea how they were related, how they were both merely tools of the Society.
The small robot Marvice was looking at suddenly stood straighter and looked towards her. Three guard robots rushed to it, but stopped short, standing still and watching it. Marvice took acute notice of the odd robot behavior, as the guard robots only watched as the small clumsy trash robot began to walk towards her.
Her PC said in her mind, “The CC must have taken control of it.”
“What for?” Marvice wondered silently.
Her PC replied, “It says it wants to speak to you.”
Marvice wondered what sort of game was the Central Computer playing? It could speak to her any time through her PC, there was no reason to use an Earth robot and crude electromagnetic communications, not when there were so many Society robots around.
The robot had four legs and not very good ones, Marvice noted. When it got close enough, she heard it actually clank as it walked and looked as if it was limping on all four legs. It carried its bag that was full of leaves, not letting it drag on the pavement. It walked past the door to the pharmacy and clanked right up to the edge of the platform to the spot the hysterical woman had run into.
Marvice only sat on the platform and looked down at the dirty robot. The robot spoke in a dry mechanical voice, “What do you see in this robot Marvice?”
Marvice did not know what the Central Computer was asking and contemplated asking for clarification through her PC. However, she simply shrugged, decided to play the game and said, “I see a piece of junk.”
The robot spoke again, “Nothing more? Just a collection of mechanical parts?”
Marvice was uncomfortable speaking to the robot in the street, with all the Earth people still watching through their shutters. She spoke, “It is simply a cleaning drone, there is nothing else to see. Why do you ask?”
“Tomorrow I shall begin to copy your mind, I want you to consider this robot with your muddled mind before you have lost the opportunity.”
Marvice looked at the robot harder. It was identical to many others, the Earth people had created millions of them to fill the menial labor vacuum that the Society’s sterilization program had inflicted upon them. It was one of a thousand designs, one of the millions that were cleaning and assembling. The robot labor had allowed the Earth humans to undertake the construction of their global transportation network, it had already changed their lives. The robots were an anonymous gift from the Society, the only type of gift they could hold dear. She said, “A robot, nothing more.”
The robot spoke again, “Garrold Templeton comes.” The robot then turned and walked away, going back down the street in the direction it came from.
Marvice’s PC reminded her who Garrold Templeton was, and the image appeared in her mind. Her PC then announced, “The CC informs he is above you.”
Marvice looked up and in the blue sky and her eyes focused on a black dot that was growing larger. Garrold’s ship was larger than Vicky’s, nearly a hundred meters long and massive, the visible rings indicated it was fast. She watched it as red flames curled behind it from its rapid plunge through the blue sky. It decelerated smoothly to come to a perfectly still position over the building tops, but just before it achieved perfect calmness, a smaller ship emerged from its nose opening. The small ship arced quickly and smoothly through the sky over the city and came down beside her in the street. The robots repositioned themselves and in the distance, she could hear the whistling of the small spheres increase in tempo. The hatch opened and Garrold stood in the open passage, he was looking straight at her.
The sight of the man was intimidating and Marvice wondered if she was about to be scolded for being on Earth when she should be on Hangpoint doing the job Clarice had left her with. Why else would someone with the stature of Garrold come to Earth, and to just where she happened to be. She heard some vibrating and turned from the man to the NC1723 aliens who were now filing out of the pharmacy, each holding a newly acquired SIG communicator. She figured she was in trouble for sure.
Garrold’s van maneuvered to her platform and the man stepped from his van onto her platform and stood four meters from where she sat. He said calmly with a hint of a smile, “Marvice, what brings you down here?” The man swept his hand towards the aliens standing silently in a huddle, as if hiding in their suits and in the small crowd of their own making. “Did these sentients talk you into bringing them down here?”
“They asked to come,” Marvice admitted wondering if she dare ask him why he was there.
He spoke, “They do not understand the Society, they came looking for clues to satisfy their scientific instincts.” He added, “We deeply offend them.”
“I know, they consider themselves superior.”
Garrold took a step closer to Marvice and said, “What do you think? Are they?”
Marvice quickly spoke, “No, of course not.”
“The Empire is coming, they all might die soon.”
Marvice hesitated, “I have plans and so do others, they will be evacuated.”
“Why bother? They have no home. To where shall you take them?”
Marvice spoke defensively, “There are some planets that have environments close to what they need, we might find something.”
“It sounds like a lot of trouble for an inferior species. Why not just let them die, like their planet.”
Marvice did not know why the man was speaking so cruelly, the Society had gone to a lot of trouble to save the sentients, it made no sense to let them simply die.
“Do I sound callous Marvice? Are you surprised? You look it.”
“Well, I see no reason to just let them die,” Marvice intoned.
Garrold glanced, and upon his glance a guard robot dashed forward and ripped the small translation robot to pieces. The aliens quickly backed away from the sudden destruction and began to vibrate in an agitated manner. The guard robot under Garrold’s control did not stop with the simple dismemberment, but fired its weapon at the smaller robot’s broken chest causing it to explode along with the robot’s brain. The crumpled remains of the translation robot were left in a heap in the city street. The other legged and floating robots around the area were clearly looking agitated at the violence occurring so close to their two masters.
The shock of the sudden and unexplainable attack shook Marvice and she had to catch her breath. She could not believe Garrold would do such a thing, there was no reason for it. She wanted to avoid another example of Garrold’s violent temperament and spoke out as soon as she found her tongue, “Okay I get the point, I’ll take them back now.” She also sent a silent message to her mother.
The man calmly replied, “What for?” He took another step towards Marvice and asked again, “What for? They are simply a drain on our resources.”
Marvice could not understand what Garrold was alluding to. It sounded like he did not care why she was on Earth. The resources the Society was putting forth to save the alien species was negligible, certainly he knew that. Marvice said in defense, “Not much.”
Garrold moved closer to Marvice than she was comfortable with, and said firmly and menacingly, “They will all be dead soon, along with this whole planet!”
With another glance from the man, a heavy robot fired a bright light. Marvice felt her heart stop as she realized the subsequent explosion occurred where one of her aliens had been standing. Her platform moved from the site as the remains of the creature’s pressure suit and anatomy fell, spattered and flopped on the pavement.
The remaining aliens waddled as fast as they could from the sight while Marvice stood, not comprehending Garrold’s act and cried out in panic, “Stop it! You made your point, I’ll go back!”
“Back to Hangpoint? What for? They will die there as easily as down here.”
Another shot thundered close to the platform and Marvice reflexively shielded her face from the burst of heat. She heard a loud secondary explosion, and whipped her head to see the side of a building fly in a dark burst of wood and bricks. Someone screamed.
“What are you doing!” Marvice shouted. Even as she did she realized the robot doing the firing had come with Garrold from his ship. It was under his control, not the Central Computer. The Central Computer could not stop him. Her PC relayed a message to her, “Call the spheres.” Even as she heard the message enter her mind, she saw the spheres that had been whipping through the air come in closer.
Garrold growled, “They won’t help you,” and as if on cue, they whisked away just as they had come. Garrold said louder, “Wipe your childish tears and open your eyes Marvice, what do you see? Earth is already dead, it just doesn’t know it yet!”
Marvice saw a darkness cover them and she turned to see her mother’s van hovering close behind her, over the tops of the buildings. Garrold saw it as well and his ship was moving to reposition itself in reaction to Vicky’s.
The platform Marvice and Garrold was standing on suddenly rose. Marvice hardly had time to hang on, her suits levitation units supported her in the unexpected hard acceleration. A burst of light pulsed the air with heat and pressure and Garrold’s killer robot fragmented in an explosion. Someone was on her side.
“Who?” Marvice silently asked in her mind, but the knowledge was already there.
“Vicky,” her PC replied as she watched the ship, which she had come from Hangpoint in, release a hundred robots and large spheres.
Garrold watched the robots disperse from the smaller of the two massive ships hovering over them and growled, “Your mother seems to think I am a threat?” He turned back to Marvice and shoved her into her seat with a heavy hand before she could fly away. He held her there with his hand on her shoulder. He grinned in a demented manner and slowly spoke, “What do you think Marvice, am I a threat?”
Behind him Marvice could see his ship disgorging another small army of robots. These robots she sensed were also not connected to the Central Computer, only to the man’s PC. Almost instantly the air exploded with light as the spheres began to battle. The platform flew down the street gaining altitude in an attempt to remove its cargo from the tormented site. The platform passed over the place where a building had been freshly ruptured. Marvice could see the charred remains of two white pressure suits that had held two of the aliens. Further down the street she saw the fourth and last alien standing in an indentation in a building. Behind her the city street was exploding in a horrific firefight between the two armies of robots. Garrold was still holding her down as he looked behind her towards the source of the heat and blasts. Around the robots, the city dissolved, the picture takers were dead or running. All she could do was look into the man’s ugly grinning face and cringe. She watched him turn his attention back to her and say, “This is a great deal of fun, don’t you think so?”
Marvice was bewildered by the man’s callousness. Behind her people were screaming and dying as the robotic armies reduced the city neighborhood to burning rubble. Below her the remaining NC1723 alien was cowering for his life. She wanted to help, but all she could do was to remain stunned by what Garrold was doing. She cursed in an angry breath, “You’re mad!”
“Mad am I?! Is that knowledge that you have divined from thin air, or is it the result of an in-depth analytic calculation? How about deceitful?”
The platform was two kilometers from the small pharmacy boutique when the blasts changed character. Once again the heat scorched Marvice’s neck and the pulses painfully took control of her lungs. The city below her shuddered by the huge blasts as the two ships open fired on each other with their lesser weapons. She twisted her head around to see flames of the city being blasted in and out of existence by the seemingly casual exchange of firepower between the two black hulks. Neither ship seemed to be having much effect on the other, but the city was melting below them. Marvice figured the remaining alien was melting in the debris of the city along with hundreds of humans.
Garrold looked toward the fighting ships and commented with venom, “Oh, so she wants to play nasty?”
The platform was rapidly fleeing the scene of the white-hot duel, allowing Marvice to capture a breath of cooler air. Her hair was being blown fiercely in the induced wind, her spider trying to capture it the best it could. Over the blasts of the ships she could hear and feel a new form of sharp atmospheric disturbances and she looked up to see the fiery trail of incoming ships. The air was ablaze with lights and sounds of immense magnitude as the battling ships cracked the air at an increasing tempo. Gigawatts were exchanged in fractions of seconds, to be absorbed or deflected by the other ship. Marvice found she could not figure out why the two ships were fighting, it made no sense. Society ships did not fight each other, nor did their robots. Yet the city was disintegrating from the event that she could not deny was happening.
“Stop!” Marvice cried through her tears. “Please, I’ll do whatever you want!”
Garrold laughed heartily, “Do whatever I want? You stupid little girl, there is nothing to do, but to die or flee. Think of the years running from system to system with the Empire on your trail. Always afraid, always growing weaker and weaker until they finally catch up to you or you simply stop running. Sooner or later Marvice, you will join the rest of humanity and become simply, gone.”
Garrold laughed more in her face and Marvice assumed he was laughing at his own sour disgusting wit.
Columns of black smoke filled the air over the burning city, bright flashes of heat were creating more all the time. The smaller robots were either dead or lost in the torrent of debris and chaos. Just as it seemed it could hardly get any worse, it did. New more intense blasts began to reflect off Garrold’s ship, pulverizing large sections of the city to hot dust. Humans were dying indiscriminately by the thousands and the air began to fill with spheres that made no attempt to remain below hypersonic speeds. The city became irrelevant ground clutter beneath the fighting ships. A large ship passed close, only a few kilometers away from Marvice’s platform, ejecting a cloud of robots that were clearly headed her way. Some of the robots were big.
Garrold watched the robots approach, he looked at his ship which was under attack by a dozen others, more violently then ever before. He said under his breath, “It looks like your mother has arrived.”
Marvice’s PC informed her it was indeed her mother who had come in the new ship that was built for attacking the Empire and appeared out of place in the sky over Paris, still she was glad for it. She watched as a smaller ship detached itself from the big ship. Marvice wondered and her PC answered, the ship was Anthony’s, her mother had endured a sustained sixty meters per second per second acceleration to arrive. Even now the smaller ship was accelerating at rates that would have blacked out a normal human. Marvice knew that her mother, despite the outward appearance, was not a fragile piece of porcelain.
The small ship stopped in a wink in front of the still retreating platform Marvice was clinging to and the front of the ship split open and out of the depths of the cocoon emerged Vicky sitting in a heavy chair. Large flying killing robots flanked her heavily armed ship on all sides. She looked as if she could destroy anything and was willing to do so. Her voice was amplified as she spoke, “Garrold, leave Marvice now.”
Garrold still had a heavy hand on Marvice’s shoulder holding her down into her seat. He looked her in the eye and said, “It seems your mother seems to think something is wrong? Doesn’t it?”
“You’re crazy!” Marvice shouted back at him in defiance.
“Crazy? Is that all you see? What about her?” Garrold said nodding towards Vicky. “Maybe she would have a more enlightened view.”
Garrold shifted his grip to Marvice’s arm and, with a sudden tug, the strong man pulled Marvice from her seat, causing Marvice to yell with pain. Garrold pulled her off the platform and all Marvice could do was adjust her own levitation to match Garrold so he would not pull her arm off. The platform drifted beside them waiting for its chance to once again serve its human masters. Marvice thought of twisting from the man’s grip, planning to make a hard dive to the ground far below if she were to come free.
Garrold led his captive towards Vicky who was watching. Vicky repeated her demand, shouting over the noise of the thundering weapons, “Let her go!”
Garrold spoke in a loud chuckle, “Vicky! How nice of you to drop by. Say, would you describe my actions as demented or deceitful? It is a point of discussion between Marvice and myself.”
Vicky replied, “You are ill Garrold, you need to go to a chamber immediately. Let Marvice go.”
“Ill? So you are siding with your daughter. Is that all you see with your enhanced senses and clear perceptions? I am simply ill?”
The platform that was hovering nearby was struck by a bolt of thunder that caused Marvice the cry out in alarm from the heat and sound pulse. Garrold’s ship was enduring the onslaught and had been able to spare the small shot to send much of the platform tumbling towards the ground. The useless remainder simply drifted in a slow spiral pattern off into the brown smoke filled atmosphere.
Garrold’s ship began to target the sprawling city below, erupting swaths of the city into towers of dirt and lost lives.
Vicky shouted, “Garrold, stop it! Let Marvice go! Let her go now or you will surely die!”
“Garrold said harshly, “I am not afraid of death. Neither are you. But what of poor Marvice here, still a tiny day away from her turn to have her mind saved in a can. She no doubt is afraid, and for her you also fear.”
Marvice in her mind saw an image that ran chills up her spine. Deep in the bowls of Aquila, massive robots under Garrold’s command were guarding his PC. Those that went to disconnect Garrold encountered the robots that were threatening to vaporize the entire room, along with every PC in it, if they were to be attacked. Although Garrold had not hidden his PC before his manic attack, his robots on Aquila were now protecting him, the simple solution of a quick disconnect was blocked. His PC was the only thing keeping Garrold alive. Any of a hundred robots could surgically slice his head off, but that would not stop his PC.
Garrold shouted to the porcelain Vicky, “I could have my ship vaporize her before your eyes, you saw that.”
“I saw. What do you want?” Vicky asked.
“I want you to look at me!” he shouted loudly back to her, his face contorted with anger and desperation. “I want you to see more than what you have seen before. Look hard!”
“Stop your ship first.”
“No.”
“You are killing innocent people.”
“They will die anyway!”
“Not like this.”
Garrold shouted angrily, “You see nothing! All you see is what anyone has ever seen!”
Vicky shouted back, “Tell me! What am I supposed to see?”
“Nothing! You are not supposed to see anything!” Garrold shouted angrily.
A vicious blast of light blinded Marvice, but it was the sensation of heat that she most felt, overwhelming all other thoughts. The heat entered her eyes, her nose, her ears and her skin seemed to absorb it as if by osmosis. She had a vague sense of disorientation, and it was a long time before she realized she was free from Garrold. Her levitation suit held her, but it could not stop the throbbing pain that was replacing the heat. The pain that came from her entire arm that Garrold had been gripping.
“You have been badly injured,” her PC said in her dazed mind.
“What?” Marvice asked in blind confusion. “It hurts!”
“Robots are coming, a chamber is on Anthony’s ship.”
“It hurts!” Marvice cried in her mind. “My face hurts!”
“The robots are coming, they are here.”
Marvice only dimly felt the grasp of the robots, but pain flared up throughout her body. “Everything hurts, help me!”
Her PC spoke into her mind, “Garrold’s ship has stopped. Garrold is dead. Vicky’s body was destroyed. They killed each other.”
Marvice could not stop trembling, her eyes tightly shut, the searing pain growing. She dimly heard words of comfort from her mother’s PC, “Vicky is fine, so are you. Garrold and his PC are gone.”
Somehow in her darkness, the words did nothing to stop the pain in her eyes, shattered arm and burns.
Months later Marvice was no longer on Earth. No Society member was. She, like so many others, was in a huge passenger ship two weeks out and only going further. She sat at a table in a quiet common room and unconsciously tapped the tabletop with her robotic arm. She had plenty of time to get accustomed to the contraption, it was a strong arm and never hurt. She could easily remove it when she slept and a domestic simply reattached it every morning. The biological replacement would be ready in another couple weeks and then she would have to give up the fancy appendage.
She was not thinking of her arm, nobody was. All minds were turned to Earth. Two dozen ring-destroyers were swarming around it in close proximity and another two dozen were within a light day. If the Empire was anything, it was predictable, Earth was its next target after Sabik—and Sabik was already a boiling waste. The beautiful sea and lush continent now homogeneously mixed with hot molten rock. Sabik was gone, along with fifteen ring-destroyers. The vicious battle for Sabik lasted only forty minutes, during which time thirty-five Empire battleships died.
That was the way it was going now, the battles grew larger as both sides poured more and more ships into the massive fray. The Empire kept pushing harder and harder and the Society kept resisting more and more, but was still being pushed back. Now the pushing was arriving at Earth.
Marvice tapped her hard black fingers. Like any Society outpost, the moon had been evacuated of all sentient life. It still operated, but only with remote guidance. Thousands of spheres and robots continued to stream out of its factories, each and every one of them being built for a single purpose, to wage war.
No planet had ever been defended like Earth was. The spheres numbered in the billions, many were huge. For those billions of humans on Earth, the vast majority of the robots were invisible, too far out in space, only a slight increase in the twinkle of starlight and a small dip in the amount of radiation from the sun revealed their presence. However, the tiny fraction that were close enough to make their presence felt, had turned night into day. The atmosphere was whipped into a frenzy, which put a halt to normal routines on the planet. Never had the human species as a whole witnessed such a spectacular display of sight and sound as what now washed over the blue home planet. It was only the spheres looking for targets.
Marvice tapped her fingers on the table as her mind washed over the thick swarm of armor and weapons. They were beyond individual comprehension. Hangpoint she could comprehend. It still contained thousands of species from a hundred planets. She recalled the hectic weeks that were just now coming to a close; sub-sampling all the living museums, stuffing them into cargo ships and sending them off into the black oblivion without destination. Many were already dead. It was not her fault, how could she be expected to provide the proper habitats for so many species in so little space? She did have a good collection of DNA samples, if nothing else, perhaps someday she would be able to create new ecosystems here and there if suitable planets could be found or made. Still they would only be mere shadows of the originals, a living testament to her failure.
It did not matter that much, the galaxy was full of life. Nonetheless, she would do what she could—it was a noble cause to save original and independent lines of life that evolution had sculpted over billions of years. Stars went nova, planets dried up, asteroids fell and a host of other natural calamities had been destroying life throughout the universe for billions of years. Probably hundreds of living planets went belly up every day in the universe, a few more here and there was a small pittance. Humanity was no big deal, it was clearly overrated.
The black digits of her black hand struck the table top in a dull rhythm as Marvice thought of the humanity that was on the verge of death. The planet would not really die, not just yet anyway. No other planet had been sampled to the extent of Earth. It was the home-world advantage the DNA of Earth enjoyed. Aquila was a large reservoir of Earth evolution, but pieces of Earth could also be found in large quantities on a hundred ships. The universe would not lose Earth’s DNA quite so fast as what was on the hundred other planets that would die that day. Still Aquila was only months away, and when it came Aquila’s time, the Earth DNA would be on the same boat as all the others, in black directionless purgatory.
The Society consisted of thirty-five thousand members of the human species. Another fifty thousand who were not members had been unceremoniously shoved into lifeboats in quarters befitting their animal status. Her own grandparents were not among them. Neither she nor her mother had chosen to rescue any of their own Earth relatives. That was not the decision all Society members made. Most of those in the lifeboats were the siblings and parents of Society members. As their reward for having to put up with their estranged relatives, for all their hardship and torment they endured over the last twenty years, they got to live a little bit longer; a small pittance indeed.
She looked around her; the lounge was only sparsely populated. If the Society had anything it was ships, lots of them. Lots of big fast ships that were built to hold humans had made the actual final exodus from the home system easy. Those in the lounge with her were not the last to flee Earth, but they certainly were not the first. The Society had been drifting away from Earth for months. New outposts continued to sprout in newfound fields in the galaxy. Humanity in some small way continued to change—the Society ironically still grew in might, population and variety, even as it ran for its life.
A glossy black man with four arms glanced her way and she could feel his glance as well as see it. She stopped tapping. Nearly half the humans in the lounge were not completely normal. Her robotic arm was only human in general shape and her own skin had a silvery metal glisten to it as a billion micro-robots protected her new skin. Her differences were temporary, bandages really. Others in the room were different by design. Noses, ears, chins and bony protrusions all seemed to be typical candidates for modifications. It was amazing what could be done with hair. The primitive growth could be easily engineered for a wide variety of colors and textures. Most seemed to want to get rid of it, she, however, liked hers. Her mother was in another ship also fleeing Earth—only she was in her fourth body, still growing in a tank. Her mother consistently selected small, smooth, white bodies. It did not seem odd to Marvice anymore, it was just how her mom now looked, conservative by some standards since she had not even added any extra digits or appendages, yet.
Marvice felt a presence. It was a warm and comfortable feeling, someone she liked, she recognized it immediately and a feint smile spread on her face as she silently replied, “Clarice, you are still with us!”
Clarice was emerging from her long sleep in the chamber on the ship she had stolen. Her PC spoke to her deep in her mind, beyond words, and her mind raced with the status of Society, in particularly what was happening at Earth. It had come to this at last, the battle for Earth. She felt Darkon’s ship, the Relevance, it was there. Nothing had changed. She let her mind reach towards Earth and felt the ships, both those that composed the mighty armada around Earth and those running. So many ships, so much at stake.
The tubes retracted from her skin, the door opened then the pad extended, inviting her to depart. Clarice rose and stretched her limbs then walked from the chamber room. Her guard robots were where they should be. She used the ship’s sensors to find Dennis and Sartor—they were in their own rooms, choosing not to partake in each other’s company for the momentous event. She had the only med-chamber, Sartor had to do without one and Dennis Walker’s PC did not require one. Both of her companions seemed to have survived the weeks of travel. She felt a sickening sensation that permeated the ship’s walls. She knew exactly what it was, it was Sartor. She did not even have to see him to see his falsehood. She found she did not need the ship to tell her where the vile man was, she could feel it. A rush of hate flowed through her as she contemplated that the man was still alive. She should have killed him already.
Her PC interrupted her thoughts, “Earth is on the cusp.” She walked to her own room, it was further from Sartor and his bleeding essence diminished with distance. She sat on the bed contemplating the strong robots around her. They were hers alone to command, soon she would command them to kill—she had no choice.
Her PC once again interrupted her dark thoughts, “Marvice is alone.”
Clarice searched space and found Marvice then found she could still smile, if only weakly, and said, “I awoke for the event.”
Marvice replied, “We all have. Is Sartor well?”
“Yes, but in peril. I think I shall kill him.”
“What shall you cry out as you are thrown into a cyclotron?”
“I shall let all know the evil and deceit that he is.”
“Your message, your copy and your PC will die with you. Will Dennis alone survive?”
“Perhaps. If he can evade the Empire.”
“Reconnect the ship, you have little choice.”
“I do not fear the Empire.”
“Your bliss will be tested. They grow only stronger and more numerous.”
Clarice was not concerned with the Empire, not while the retched odor of Sartor wafted through her senses. “I wish you saw what I saw, what he really is.”
“I have seen him, he saved my mom.”
“He is nothing but a lie. Something is wrong with him, I do not know what, but he is not as he seems. He wears a disguise. I do not think he is human. Laramie is the same way, not human.”
“You select your enemies boldly.”
“Why can only I see wrongness in them?”
Marvice winced from a memory, a nightmare that Clarice’s words of frustration brought to the surface. She said, “Garrold attacked me.”
Clarice’s PC filled her in on the events of Marvice’s trip to Earth.
Marvice spoke, “I am sorry, four of your NC1723 creatures died.”
Clarice replied, “That seems to not matter now, for I see that more than that have been left on Hangpoint. Why did Garrold attack you?”
“I do not know. He kept asking me what I saw when I looked at him.”
“What did you see?”
“An irrational human. He became an animal.”
“I have not seen Garrold in a long time.”
“Nor will you ever again. Even his PC was destroyed.”
Clarice was silent for a while as she contemplated Garrold’s actions upon her friend. Garrold had killed Vicky’s third body and nearly Marvice as well, madly ripping Paris to pieces in the endeavor. She had not seen any such behavior in Sartor, and Laramie remained on Aquila, guiding the Society’s most advanced endeavors to turn the physicist’s visions into reality. Garrold was different, his mind had simply broken. Was hers broken as well? Clarice tried to pinpoint the source of the deceit that radiated from Sartor. She then called up a map of the ship in her mind with Sartor’s actual location in his room. She was right, she could really predict where the man was from what she could feel radiating from him—she was not just imagining it.
Clarice felt something else, a fury of activity near Earth. The space-time continuum was boiling in a massive disturbance that was approaching Earth much faster than the ripples of disturbance could radiate, creating the illusion that the ripples were attempting to retreat. She focused her mind on the sensors spread in a wide pattern, trillions of kilometers around Earth. Something was coming, it smelled like the Empire.
Marvice closed her eyes and did not notice her teeth clench, or her artificial hand curl into a tight fist. Her mind raced from ship to ship, then to the larger robots. There were a million times more robots than Society members, she could have her pick. She picked a big sphere and felt her senses dislocate from her organic body as she was absorbed into the orb.
The distortions were coming closer, more turbulent. Something was wrong—the Empire was different, stronger. Was this a new weapon they were about to witness?
She scanned the heavens with her senses the sphere possessed, which put optical vision to shame, she felt the gashes in space. She could feel it not only with her sphere, but also with thousands of others that contributed to the waves of information flowing throughout the Society. Nothing like this had ever precluded an attack before, what was the Empire doing? What evil had they saved for Earth?
The ripping of space increased and built and built upon itself, shaking the fabric the solar system was woven into, until it seemed like the universe was about to explode, then it did.
In a flash of plasma and light like a small nova, something emerged into normal space as if all hell was breaking loose. The center of the explosion was no place close to Earth, twenty five billion kilometers out. The momentary sun was joined by a dozen others as the massive disturbance in time transformed into pulses, which lit the solar system in a spectacular glow across the entire electromagnetic spectrum. Marvice did not know what to do, the sphere she possessed was uselessly far away from the intense light bursts. She could only watch the images coming from other closer spheres.
Clarice marched into her ship’s common room. The monitors all around the room were displaying images that she could also receive directly into her mind, the light and energy show that was a prelude to Earth’s destruction. Dennis was already there, Sartor was not. She knew exactly where Sartor was through her new sense of his being. The foul man was in a private room and it infuriated her. The human species was about to be devastated and the man would not even come from his room. Did the wretched creature even care? The gold artificial life in front of her probably cared more.
She hated Sartor, her hate only grew with time and now with Earth meeting its final fate, her anger amplified to the bursting point, she had nothing to lose, humanity had nothing to lose. She grimaced and the giant robots leapt into action in a burl of motion. The ship, seeing what was happening, wisely opened the door to Sartor’s room before the robots destroyed it. The common room was in motion, robots moving, trying to figure out what was happening to do what they could to correct whatever was wrong, or getting out of the way of what they could not change. Dennis Walker’s PC stood and watched as Sartor, screaming with all his might, was carried before Clarice by one of her unfriendly robots.
“Let me go!” Sartor yelled. “Clarice, for God’s sake, let me go!”
The man pounded on the robotic beast, but it ignored his ineffective flailing.
Dennis spoke, “Sartor, I think this is it.”
Clarice let the ship’s rings power down. Clarice looked at Dennis, walked up to him and looked him in his artificial eyes. To her Dennis was cold and near dead, but normal, just a sentient robot. “You lie to me. Shall you ever tell me the truth?”
Dennis looked behind the small girl at Sartor struggling to breathe in the robot’s grasp. Dennis knew the man was not what he appeared to be. Sartor was just another robot, organic perhaps, but not human. Did Clarice know? Was that why Clarice was so willing to kill him? What did Clarice see when she looked at Sartor, he did not know. His reply was dictated by the intelligence that flailed its puny fake arms before them. It was a response that he did not object to. He simply said, “No.”
Clarice closed her eyes and watched the explosions occurring on the far outskirts of Earth’s solar system. She did not understand what was happening back at her home world and she could feel that nobody else did either. If it was an attack, it was like nothing that ever happened before.
Clarice snapped her eyes open, in a blur of motion the airlock snapped open and Sartor was hurtled into it smashing against the outer door hard enough to break every bone of importance in his body. Before the body could even fall to the floor, the inner door slammed shut as the outer door slammed open, flushing the broken rag body into space.
Clarice could still feel the wrongness of the body through the ship’s heavy armor as it drifted lifeless away from the normally accelerating ship. Even in death, she thought, Sartor was nothing but deceit and lies. Her mind activated the ship’s weapon system and in an instant the drifting body was converted to gamma radiation. The evil essence that had haunted Clarice for months suddenly stopped. Sartor may have been wrong, but the quarks that he was composed of were normal.
The image on the monitors finally showed a ship, it was an Empire battleship. The huge beast came out of hyperspace and showed itself for all the Society to see. It, however, did not fire its weapons, it could not—it was already dead.
Marvice looked at the battleship that had just emerged amongst the mysterious explosions. Two things were wrong, it was thirty billion kilometers from Earth, too far to make an effective strike, and secondly it was glowing, twisted and rotating at a high speed. It was space junk.
None of the ring-destroyers had yet fired upon the intruder and yet it was already destroyed. More bursts of radiation emerged from nowhere and more large pieces of battleships began to emerge from nowhere. As Marvice watched in her mind, the Empire fleet began to emerge, in dozens, then in hundreds of pieces.
Confusion reigned, but nobody was letting their guard down. The ring-destroyers and other fast ships darted around the solar system, never holding one place for more than a few seconds, after all, what was happening could be part of an elaborate trick such as luring the destroyers to have a closer look. Eventually a living battleship emerged and the destroyers were not unprepared, it was attacked immediately before it could get off more than one poorly aimed shot that incinerated only a few hundred spheres, and did not even come close to Earth.
More ruble emerged and amongst the rubble a few living battleships, some damaged and all in a state of confusion. They emerged far from Earth and into a rain of instant death by the waiting destroyers.
Marvice watched the activity, which became increasingly furious as it accelerated. Dozens of battleships arrived every minute and what few were living were disoriented, quickly had the life snuffed from them. What needles that were liberated from their dying hosts were vaporized as tens of millions of spheres drove hard into their mortal enemies. It was not what she was expecting, but as she pondered the attack with all the sensory information her mind could accept, she carefully opened a small door in her mind and released a shadow of hope.
Dale Jackson did not get to command one of his own ring-destroyers. Only the Central Computer could maneuver them fast enough, and only tacticians such as Anthony Hartley could provide guidance. His input would only add confusion, destroying the harmony of a successful defense. He could feel Anthony to a small amount—the tactician was thousands of light years from Earth, immersed in a sensory deprivation chamber and being fed information at a rate that a normal human would not be able to comprehend. With the Central Computer as an ally, Anthony became one with the conflict—the destroyers dancing around the Oort cloud were his many fists that he threw one after another, jabbing in and out, left and right, up and down, never the same. What part of the Empire fleet were not already dead were crushed by Anthony.
Unlike the thousands of Empire soldiers in the battleships, no Society members would die in the Earth conflict, regardless of its outcome, that could be delayed indefinitely as long as there was some direction to run towards. People who had died, Dale contemplated, tended to design their new bodies to better the abilities that they already had. He supposed that when the time came that he would be designing a new body, it would have to have a dozen eyes that could look at the smallest detail, needle fingers to tweeze minute parts and a body that could squish into the tight crevices of the machinery he built. He shuddered at the thought that it was all too real.
Six billion humans on Earth, however, were in more immediate peril with no hope of being regenerated. However, the significance of their lives would be lost in comparison to the destruction of Earth itself. The Empire ships had been able to get some powerful shots off and Dale watched intently for the first killing blast that neither Anthony nor the hundreds of other tacticians could avert. He watched for the strike that would forever confine him to space, that would destroy what was left of the family he had left behind, that would forever change the definition of what he was, what a human was.
His subconscious mind raced from sensor to sensor, collecting and gathering data to form a coherent picture of what was happening. His visions could not compete with the likes of Anthony, but he saw enough to realize the battle was going well, surprisingly well. One area out in the Oort cloud, a tiny area only five billion kilometers across, was filling with the debris of the single largest fleet of Empire battleships he had ever seen. If that massive fleet had struck Earth, as they had all the other worlds, Earth would have been boiling by now; Anthony could have done no more than to destroy a fraction of the massive fleet.
Dale’s fear was turning to confusion. The Empire had come, but it had come dying. It was not a trick, it was not something the Empire wanted to happen. What was happening was obvious, Dale thought with a start, humans were not alone after all—Earth had a powerful ally! This revelation was nearly as frightening as the Empire itself. Even as he thought of the new and terrifying possibilities, his PC warned him against assuming too much. He would wait for the unseen ally to reveal themselves.
He tried to stick to the facts—the Empire had been attacked just before arriving at Earth while still traveling in the gap between this universe and whatever. From his perspective, their exploding ships were strewn along the line of their future to where they were supposed to be, but in a different form, that of unharnessed energy, gamma bursts. Dead or alive, they were being forced into normal matter before their destination. The battleships were devastated with only a few to escape the unseen attacker, only to fall into the waiting fists of the ring-destroyers.
Dale’s body was alone in one of his great factories, he had wanted to be alone for the dreaded event. Only domestic robots hovered around his body making sure all of its needs were met and that no harm came to it. In his mind the images flickered and flowed as his PC jumped to closer sensors, some that were in the thick of the battle in an attempt to get a closer view of what was happening, of what was really destroying the Empire’s fleet. There was nothing to see except the flashes and broken ships that continued to emerge from nothingness.
Was it a species like them? All species of significance seen so far had been simple corpuscular bodies that breathed and used appendages, legs for moving, hands for grasping, eyes for seeing. Always the eyes, every sentient species had eyes, it seemed to be a rule of nature—if there were no eyes then there was no brain. The more the Society saw of the evolutionary paths life could take the more it all seemed all the same. Cells, nerves and blood were the stuff intelligent life was made of. They were not too small or too large, had fingers and bones inside or out, and they had societies and emotions. They were all different, and yet all the same. What would this new species look like? Would this species be the first to see humans before humans saw them? Would they look down on the human condition with contempt or pity? Would they turn their weapons on Earth when they finished with the Empire? Did they think the Empire ships were from Earth? No, they would be too smart to make such an error.
A species that could destroy so many Empire battleships, but never let their presence be known, would certainly be as arrogant as they were smart. They would look down upon all other lesser species and pass judgment, always believing they were above such obvious shallowness. They would have their nose in the air in their righteous dignity. Would they expect humans to bow before them? Would they expect an outpouring of everlasting gratitude for saving the human home world? Would humanity forever more live in the shadow of this new and terrifying species?
Although Earth was apparently being saved, Dale felt that the definition of what a human was, was indeed about to be forever changed.
Clarice floated in silence, her eyes were open, but unseeing. With her mind she saw with a perception her organic sensors could not compete with. Her mind was released from the stress of Sartor, now she filled it with visions of a great battle between not two, but three entities. A new mystery had arrived and with any luck would soon unravel itself.
With Sartor gone she was free to reach out once again to Darkon and to mourn the imminent death of her home. Instead she found herself pondering why Earth was still a beautiful blue jewel instead of a glowing red molten ball.
Dennis spoke, “It seems Earth is not destined to be destroyed after all.”
Clarice did not hear him, she was too deeply involved in the activity back on Earth. The number of explosions and battleships emerging was diminishing. It would only be a minute before they would stop altogether, then perhaps she would see what was destroying them, she would see what unseen force had mysteriously come to the rescue of humanity.
Could it be Darkon? His ships were no place close to Earth, away in the extreme, she could feel the Relevance, nestled in its Skeleton ship cradle and hurtling through space thousands of light-years away. She turned to another mystery, but there was not much there to feel, five huge Skeleton ships, old and dark, silent. They were barely there in her mind, just enough to know the ships still existed.
She sent out a question to another friend, “Are you there?”
Micah’s mighty PC replied, “I am where I have been, on my planet.”
“Do you see?” Clarice asked.
“I see. We shall soon know who, or what, is attacking the battleships. It is not I.”
“Can you speak to Darkon?”
“No. I could not the last time you asked, nor the time before, or before that.”
“Laramie speaks to him.”
“Darkon sleeps. Do not disturb him, he still attacks, he is still with us.”
Clarice was determined not to let Micah’s PC detour her. She replied without fault, “I will go to him.”
“Then you will die.”
“It will also mean death to go back to Earth. I am prepared.”
“You are not alone, your chances on Earth are better then you realize.”
Clarice knew the Society was too busy pondering the strange events at Earth to have yet passed judgment on her murder of Sartor. Soon, however, the Society would not be so distracted. She would keep her stolen ship off line for a while longer.
The gamma bursts had just about stopped. No more battleships were emerging. Now perhaps one mystery would be solved, and just perhaps a secret would be revealed.
Marvice had abandoned the large sphere she had chosen to fight the Empire with. Now like the other members was simply waiting and wondering. The night side of the Earth was a glow with the spheres that flew through its thin atmosphere.
The Empire had come and yet Earth stood as it always had. The oceans, the mountains and the polar caps were still there. Thunderstorms, blue skies and twinkling stars still blanketed the living planet. The beaches of Indonesia were still calling her.
The Empire’s attack fleet had been destroyed, not Earth. For a little while longer Earth still lived. Was it friend or foe that was lurking in the darkness? Was the Empire the common enemy or was it humans?
Something had been able to hunt and attack while traveling faster than light, something that now was free to turn its attention to Earth if it so choose. Marvice felt her stomach turn into knots, she did not notice her artificial hand squeeze its grip harder.
The flashes had stopped and nothing was happening, all was silent. Was that it? Were they to not know?
Her mind felt space through thousands of sensors. Nothing was there, only a trillion tonnes of rubble. Suddenly something changed, a new ship arrived, a small one. Marvice, like the rest of the Society, instantly focused on the new ship that had just emerged from hyperspace. The light from it fell upon thousands of sensors that studied it in detail. It was familiar, it was an explorer-ship, except it was bristling with new protrusions. It came alive in Marvice’s mind and she instantly swept through it. She felt someone, a human. She recognized the feelings and knew who it was.
She whispered, “Dad?”
The home world looked as it always did—the mountains and seas were as beautiful as always. The thin and neatly spaced lines of city that bisected the planet glowed like a craftsman’s mountings encircling a planet-sized ornament. The carefully manicured ecology still thrived in splendor under the care of the skilled biology sect and appropriate magistrates of the home world council. The brilliant eye of the Emperor city, with it gleaming towers and colorful arches, complimented the rest of the planet in beautiful harmony. As always, there was no heavy industry on the planet to disturb the carefully honed balance of environment and Empire. However, beyond the superficial appearance, the harmony was deeply disturbed and the disturbances sent ripples through the entire Empire on a scale that the hard-shelled clicking species could have previously only dreamed of in their worst nightmares.
The brilliant young Emperor had pushed the Empire harder and faster than any other Grand Emperor in recent history. This had been seen as good and wise and the Empire had thrived under the Emperor’s bold dominion. He had built new battleships and used them to go where the Empire had never gone, to see what the outer reaches of the Grand Empire had to offer. They expected to find new worlds to spread to—what they found were black ships, hard and fast black ships that were dripping in mystery. The Empire then shuddered with indignation as the only significant interstellar war the Empire had ever fought, began. The home world looked the same from a million kilometers, but inside there was little that was the same.
The massive computers were not enough, nor were the old battleships for the new and unexpected foe. And so for the first time in recorded history, science rose to top priority in a burning urgency. Armor had to be improved, weapons needed to be modified, production speed of battleships increased. The Empire had to reinvent itself—and it was an Empire wide task of monumental proportions. The young Emperor found that now he was forced to push the Empire harder than he ever thought possible.
The Empire was old, dynasties ten millennia in duration ran through their history books by the hundreds. With old age came a thick and heavy inertia that surrounded and dragged down any attempt at change. The battleships were old, their design ancient and the designers gone to dust. New designers had to be found, new scientists had to be created and the training centers had to change. The most promising of the technical sect were diverted from the ancient educational path. It was all new, it was all urgent.
Changes came, but they came slowly. The most significant new technology came from the black ships themselves. Better weapons, armor and sensors were found and slowly became part of the new battleships. The numbers grew, they were stronger, faster. Still the mighty battleships, the beating hearts of the Empire’s might, died without mercy before the black ships, which also grew harder, stronger and more numerous.
Plenty was known about the species that built the black ships. They were small, soft and existed in only tiny numbers. If not for their ships, they would be a trivial species, easily extinguished with hardly a passing notice. It was mystery how such a small soft species could be so venomous. There was still a deeper mystery to the black ships, how they could change so quickly since the first encounter when they were easily tricked. However, that mystery paled compared to that of the gold ship that had appeared then disappeared. With all the Empire’s science they could only scratch the surface of the unthinkable capability the gold ship possessed. Was the gold ship from the same soft species? Not a single scientist in all the Empire could say with certainty.
With the Empire’s planet-destroying capability, there had never been a practical need for more than one battleship in one place at one time, ever. There was a time, within recent memory of even the young, when only upon special ceremonial occasions was more than one battleship seen at once. To see one was grand, to see two together was magnificent. Three battleships in one sight was a rare and awesome image that burned the memory of those that witnessed such an event. Moreover, it was known with great pride that no enemy had ever even seriously damaged one.
Now the battleships died in scores, side by side in terrifying fights that were only getting worse as the Empire pushed deeper and deeper into the horrible alien space. The effort to get to the next planet and then the next, was growing harder all the time. But still the grand battleships were winning, eating into the enemy, clawing, scratching and dying for every parsec towards the ever-important heart of the infernal black ships. Because of a few small soft-bodied creatures, the Empire was straining with all of its might, losing ships by the hundreds, building new ships to force the battle further into the horrible enemy’s territory. The casual expansion of the Empire had turned into a fight for life, a vicious and violent drive into their mysterious enemy’s heart.
No planet was unaffected, no individual was unaware. Everyone’s life duty was to the Empire and to the Emperor on the highest of thrones. And on the wide and polished platinum floor of the throne room, ran the death fluids of many hundreds. Servants scrambled to remove the deaths that had been occurring for hours, but still when the time came for the ranks of great and powerful admirals of the imperial navy to attend the throne room, the great were forced to walk through the scattered bodies as they approached the very beating center of the Empire.
The Grand Admiral patiently waited for the signal that allowed him the privilege to speak. The signal was received and he spoke with utmost care, “Your Highest. We sent one hundred and twenty battleships to the planet we identified as the home world of the black intruders. The fleet was attacked by an enemy while traveling in hyperspace, before they arrived at their destination.”
The information the Admiral was providing was already minutes old and the impatient Emperor flicked a warning signal with his finger.
The Admiral caught himself and quickly waved the royal holographic projectors into place. The mighty leader of the imperial fleet spoke again, “It is the same species, but with a weapon they have not yet used. The computers say they have not had it before, it is new technology.”
The projectors showed an image of the offending ship as the Admiral spoke, “The ship was similar to what we have seen and examined, it is not like the gold ship. We have very little information on the new weapon.”
The Admiral noticed an expression on the Emperor and quickly changed the scene coming from the projector to that of a white and blue planet. “Their planet is mostly water, a thin atmosphere composed mostly of nitrogen, argon and oxygen. It is compatible with the creatures we have examined and the one we captured. This is where they live, but this is not where their black ships are made.”
An image of the planet’s moon floated before the Emperor. In one location on the barren moon was a sprawling metal complex. The Admiral spoke quickly, “This industrial complex on their moon is too small, their destroyers are not built there. The black battleships are built in a system we have not yet found.”
The Emperor raised a finger to silence the Admiral. Upon his slight command the projectors changed back to the blue orb that floated obediently before the Emperor. He studied the planetary orb silently and intensely, as if looking for something specific that only he could name.
The inhabitants of the throne room studied the Emperor as the Emperor studied the orb, the image of the home world of the only other fast species ever to be encountered. The Empire had come so close, but the Admirals had failed by a breath and now the war had changed. Now the Empire’s hope lay not in physical strength, but in subterfuge and learning how the new enemy ships operated. The unthinkable had occurred—the Empire was on the defensive in a fight for its life.
Before the Emperor the blue orb slipped from existence as easily as the life slipped from the one-hundred and fifty admirals. Behind the pile of freshly laid corpses were rows of new admirals waiting to take their place. The small servant sect struggled to pull the large admirals from the sight of the Emperor, some died in the valiant effort.
The new ranking Admiral stood his place as best he could before the mighty throne. He saw a signal and spoke in the most forceful tone he could manage, “We are vulnerable in large numbers. We shall crush them in dispersed waves of individual ships. We will hunt out their industrial planets where they make their ships; they shall perish under the weight of our numbers and strength. We have ten thousand planets! We have many billions of technology sect workers and many millions are studying all the alien technology, and we are continuously making new discoveries. With every passing hour we are stronger, our ships only grow mightier. We shall meet their challenge and we shall be victorious!”
The Emperor clicked softly, “Send more scout ships far in all directions—look for science. Look for something that can kill this black enemy.”
The Admiral acknowledged his Emperor. The order was to look for help, find another advanced species with better technology. The Admiral clicked sharply, “By your great command it shall be done! We shall travel to the far corners and on to the clusters, in search of the greatest weapon. No system will be passed by, no discovery will be missed. We will find it and we will use it!”
The Emperor dismissed the proud admirals while the servants scrambled in their continuing effort to remove the dead from the polished platinum floor. While they labored, the Emperor flicked a finger and once again and the blue orb of the soft-bodied creatures floated in the air in front of him. As he studied the mysterious enemy planet in silence, the planet pulled at him from somewhere deep within, it was not a feeling he had felt before or could describe.
Micah could feel the tiny drop of sweat run down her nose, she ignored the tickle, she did not have time to wipe it away. All around her were the master strategists, the best of the best that Earth had to offer. They watched her every move trying to second-guess her commands, and upon failure of that, just tried to keep up with the rapid action. She ignored them, but knew they too sweated, although it was with her that their lives rested upon.
The air vents worked hard to circulate the air in the least noticeable manner possible and, as far as Micah was concerned, that in itself was noticeable. She mentally blocked out those around her, the ventilation, the room and the ship were all sent out of her mind. All that existed were the three-dimensional holographic display, the colorful vectors of the enemy and the controls.
Never had such a battle been seen or heard of by any of those that stood silently around her. There were three legions of fighters from Earth facing three times the number from the enemy. Nobody in the room expected to live, all they could do was watch and perspire as the master of the master strategists danced her fingers around the controls directing a thousand fighters to kill as many of the Starlicks as possible before they themselves died.
The enemy came in waves and broke into a hundred fragments that lashed at Micah’s fighters and her ship. She fought back with all the fighters at her command, none were in reserve, she balanced the use of her armor and weapons, allowing no rest to her own nor the enemy and the battle raged in the broad open space between the two opposing mother ships.
The Starlick fighters had surrounded them and were closing in, more and more strikes were being felt by the Micah’s Titan, her mother ship, while more and more sensors winked out. Already she had lost ten percent, not yet disabling, but it was only a matter of time before a critical number of sensors went dead, then the end would come painfully slow as the Starlicks would cut the already crippled Titan to ribbons.
Micah could see the pattern in her mind, the random pulses, tactics of the Starlick’s guiding computer. She had defeated it many times—its intrinsic randomness was its greatest strength, and its worst flaw. Micah knew how to defeat it, but this time it was different, this time she would not be able to save the large and noble Earth ship upon which so many hopes rested.
Micah sent one of her battered leagues into full retreat. Using the remains of four other leagues she assumed an obvious defensive trap closer to her ship as the hundreds of fighters formed a loose array around the Titan. Her mind turned briefly to the others in the battle room, would they see it? Did they have any idea what she was doing? She would give them a hint. Her fingers slowed their movements over the control panel then, without moving her gaze from the rapidly changing display, she casually spoke, “They are anticipating my moves, they have learned.”
The room remained silent in face of the bad news on top of bad news. They were all dead, but that meant nearly nothing compared to the fate of Earth they were there to protect. Micah’s words foretold Earth’s doom and were verbal stakes being driven into their hearts. Tears began to mingle with the salty sweat. The observing admirals had nothing else to offer but more grief.
Micah continued to dash her fingers over the controls, now in a new area of the control panel, the Titan’s controls. She made final adjustments to the positions of the legions of overwhelmed fighters, then with a snap turned from the all-important command center and briskly walked from it saying sharply, “Time to change tactics!”
The unexpected move caught the high-ranking audience by surprise, which did not know if they should dash to the controls to continue the fight or wait for Micah to inform them what she was thinking.
“Follow me!” Micah cried as she ran from the room and then added, “To bay C-45!”
Micah did not wait for the dazed admirals to follow and so by herself she quickly took the fastest ship transport to the distant docking bay. The personnel transit module howled in pain as she pushed the controls to the limit, forcing it to fling her kilometers though the massive battleship. Nor did she wait for the admirals to reconvene in the bay, the troops her fingers had called for were already there, young, tough, armored, loaded with weapons and ready for battle. They knew who she was, everyone on the ship did, everyone on Earth did. She was Micah. She was The Micah.
“Follow me!” she yelled at them as she dashed for the entrance to a heavy fighter, the only one still within the huge mother ship.
The platoon of soldiers took their positions in the secure seats and Micah assumed the helm and her fingers raced over the fighter’s control panel.
Micah hardly noticed that none of the admirals managed to arrive at the fighter in time to join her. She did not care, the admirals were worthless. She was about to brace herself for the sudden acceleration when an old raspy voice spoke, “You weren’t going to leave without me? Were you?”
Micah smiled while still scanning the controls and displayed graphs with her eyes then shoved the lever forward that made the heavy fighter hurtle out of the wounded mother ship, shoving her platoon of warriors hard into their seats. Micah blasted into the fray of fighters buzzing around the exterior of the Titan. The fighter’s display came alive with a dizzying display of color and lines that changed width and length in a torment that left the soldiers seated behind her in a bewildering confusion. The fighting was incredible, space was full of debris, but Micah calmly studied the display and without turning spoke to the old man, “Of course not, I waited.”
“One second?”
“All that was required. It goes well.”
“The death of the Titan?” the old man asked.
In a somber voice Micah replied while still scanning the monitors, “It is unavoidable.”
“Predicting the future are we?”
“I assume the future,” Micah countered not turning from her displays.
The old man said, “But Micah, the wise predict, fools assume.”
Micah turned to the old man who was her mentor and friend, “Those afraid of the future will die without ever having changed it.”
“What have you changed? The Titan will soon collapse.”
Micah frowned, “I assume a future and then make it happen. We go to the Ramesus.”
“To take the battle to the enemy,” the old man sighed as if it was an inevitable event that he had somehow foreseen.
“Of course, it is the only way to ever win.”
The old man looked at the display, “Fifteen minutes to arrival. Shall we die there or in transit I wonder?”
Micah laughed, “Predict all you want, I shall assume we will not die. See, already we are a minute out and not a single Starlick has challenged us!”
“You have effectively manipulated them with the last of the Titan’s fighters.”
“They are easy to bend. So anxious for a win they are, so confident they understand me,” Micah said as she looked at the display. She added, “Their home was growing close, they needed a win.”
“A prediction?”
Micah turned the speeding fighter in a gentle bank, bowing its course slightly further from the main activity of the battle. She replied sarcastically, “Forgive me oh wise one. Their change in tactics will not save them. An assumption.”
“It is a shame you could not save the Titan.”
Micah hotly replied, “Five hundred thousand shall perish here, on Earth twenty billion shall continue to live.”
“Justifying the numbers?”
“If I fail—”
The old man interrupted, “If you fail what will change? Earth has undergone changes in the past, one more won’t matter.”
Micah was silent. She knew the old man did not mean it, it was a trick in the game, he was trying to lead her into more discussions about predictions. Typical of the old man, never saying what he really meant, only playing the word games. She sighed, “A thousand years from now it won’t matter if this war is won or lost, however, what happens a thousand years from now does not matter here and now.”
“If you were to push a button that would destroy the Earth in a thousand years, long after you and your children are dead, would you push it?”
“Of course not.”
“Time is a river and we are at the head waters. You must proceed carefully, with your eyes open!”
Micah laughed, “I might muddy your river some.”
“Only you are the water, not the fish that swim in it.”
Micah rolled her eyes, the old man had finally gone over the deep end. She returned her concentration to the monitor. All was going well, the Starlicks were ignoring her and the Titan, her mother ship and the pride of Earth’s fleet was now her giant decoy and it was taking more hits. It would not be long before it and her admirals would die.
The old man watched the displays around him and said casually, “They fight valiantly.”
Micah who was also watching the numbers and displays said, “They will suffice. We will make it to the Ramesus.”
They sat in silence as the fighter shot through space towards the enemy mother ship.
The image of the enemy flagship, the Ramesus, filled the display. The soldiers in the ship strained to control their emotions. Their ship, the Titan, was dying behind them; they were rushing the enemy in a single fighter, a suicide journey, except sitting before them, with them, was The Micah. In that alone they found hope, the only hope they could find for themselves and the rest of Earth. Before them the Ramesus, the great enemy ship was looming larger and larger.
The old man asked, “Did you notice that there are a few Starlick fighters hanging around it?”
“Really?” Micah said mockingly. “I guess I didn’t notice.”
Micah’s fingers flew over the touch controls as the defending fighters turned toward them. Three exploded in a brief flash of burning oxygen before they knew what was happening and Micah sent her fighter into a blood rushing series of twists that were anything but random.
Plasma energy from the Ramesus flashed around her, but without being able to lock on her contorted maneuvers, fell silent as she came close to the massive hulk of the enemy ship. Micah dispatched the last of the defending fighters and in the volley of fire and blasted a hole into a docking bay of the mighty ship at the same time. Shoving the controls into hard reverse, she brought the fighter inside the belly of the Ramesus and came to a sudden and perfect stop.
Micah looked at the old man who had lost consciousness from the accelerations. She felt his cheek and his eyes opened. She withdrew her hand and said to him, “We're here.”
The old man was quickly alert and looking around said, “You did that on purpose.”
“Sorry, I did not feel like having a philosophical discussion while attacking. Are you ok?”
“Okay enough, unless that was a taste of what you assume the immediate future to hold more of.”
Micah shrugged, “I assume no more immediate fighter maneuvers.”
The old man looked past Micah at the displays and said solemnly, “The Titan is lost. Your plan forms roots.”
“Yes, it is as I foresaw.” Micah turned from her friend and pointed to a soldier sitting near the front and said, “You, quickly seal your suit. Go out the forward hatch. I shall direct your movements from here.”
“Yes Sir!” the soldier said as he pulled up the transparent material over his face and activated the pressure controls of his fighting fatigues. Micah watched as the man struggled out of the hatch in the low gravity. He floated from the fighter and moved over its hull and across a few meters of space to a massive airlock on the inner hull of the Ramesus. Micah spoke through the communication system, “Do you see the red handle?”
“Yes,” the soldier said breathing heavily.
Micah said calmly, “Pull it outwards then shove it towards the direction your feet are now facing.”
“Yes Sir,” the soldier who was floating out in the vacuum replied. He attacked the handle on the wall near the airlock and pulled out the red handle. He could guess at what Micah had asked him to do, he was unlocking the manual override for the inner airlock. He could only guess at how Micah knew exactly what to do.
“That’s good soldier. Now open the sliding cover beside you and turn the wheel counter clockwise.”
The soldier began to turn the wheel. Nothing seemed to happen then suddenly a crack appeared across the airlock as the large doors opened. The soldier was buffeted and held onto the wheel for a few seconds, but eventually was torn free and blown from the controls. The doors continued to open and Micah danced her fingers over the controls, and the ship easily slipped through the gusts of air and further into the enemy ship. Behind her the soldier who had opened the door was blown through the gaping wound in the side of the Ramesus and out into space.
Behind her, the newly opened airlock began to close. Micah said, “They are predictable. They rely on their computer too much.”
The old man said, “Do not assume too much of what you cannot see.”
“But I can see, and I can anticipate,” Micah replied. “We are now in their ship. You have taught me well.”
“I taught you to open your eyes and to observe, not to second guess,” the man said.
Micah guided the ship to docking plates near a series of doors. With a flip of a switch, the main side door on the fighter snapped open and the air from the two ships intermingled. She breathed the air the Starlicks breathed, smelling the smells it carried. “Quickly!” she suddenly shouted, “Out!”
Micah was the first to un-strap herself and exit the fighter, behind her the soldiers then the old man. The gravity was weak and she pushed from the fighter towards a control panel in the docking bay they had entered. Pushing the right button, a door opened and Micah pulled herself inside and her troops followed.
“Last one through closes the door and blasts those controls!” she yelled and from behind her, she heard several men shout in quick reply, “Yes Sir!”
Micah examined the passage—it was familiar yet different. The Starlick’s design mimicked those of Earth, but only in basic functionality. She looked at the doors, the hatches, the controls. She saw that the engineering was new to her and she saw it from an objective viewpoint of the uninitiated. Everything was finely made, more so than on Earth ships. This was a good ship, better perhaps than the Titan. Could it be she was on the wrong side, she wondered.
The old man caught up to her and commented as if reading her mind, “How clear it is when looking from afar.”
Micah nodded, “So true. Would they see through our designs so clearly?”
“You care not to assume?”
“It is not required,” she quipped then picked a small opening and pushed the buttons to open the cover. It was a narrow maintenance way. “Come!” Micah said to her following of soldiers and dove into the tight passage headfirst.
Micah led the group of soldiers and the old man on a tortuous route further into the enemy ship. They moved when she said to move, and were still and silent when she ordered them to be. As they moved into the Ramesus she further studied the architecture and the engineering, contemplating how functionality and form merged in a manner only remotely mimicked by Earth’s engineers. It looked right and proper to her, advanced yet oddly simplistic.
She left one corridor and entered another, the soldiers following close behind, pulling themselves along as quiet as they could. The ship began to accelerate and they all found their feet. Micah broke the silence, “It seems the Ramesus was not quite as badly damaged as it appeared.”
The old man replied, “The Titan is certainly dead.”
“Long ago.” She paused contemplating the big ship’s movements then added, “We however, are not accelerating towards it as one would predict.”
“Does it matter?”
“I do not know. We seem to be heading towards Argilla.”
“Going home for repairs then.”
“Then already they have collected their fighters. They are not wasting time. An illogical move considering they have intruders aboard.”
“Perhaps they consider us irrelevant,” the old man suggested.
Micah smiled, “Then they do not know it is I that am here, and I do not intend to remain irrelevant.” She faced the men behind her and spoke, “We shall first pay a visit to their power reactors!”
The men nodded solemnly, they did not share her enthusiasm. Micah could see the look of doom on their faces. They knew they were only a few amongst thousands, deep inside enemy territory. She turned and led the way down the corridor that was now bathed in normal gravity induced from the ship’s acceleration towards its home.
A hundred meters later they encountered Starlicks, unarmed Starlicks that died in brief and one-sided fight with Micah’s soldiers. They quickly continued in silence.
Micah stopped, listened and changed course. She paused, silently examined a hatch seal and opened it, the others followed. Down another corridor Micah went and she ambushed a group of laughing fighter pilots. Their screams carried far, but Micah did not wait for help to arrive at the bloodied bodies she left behind. Onward she led, onward the soldiers followed and more Starlicks died, one here, two there, five now and then. The power room was a kilometer away and she did not take a direct route. As they moved she placed her ear to the walls and listened while the soldiers watched, she examined handles as if she could see the fingerprints, she peered at the elastic seals as if to gauge if they were recently used. She measured corridor widths and heights and looked for wheel marks.
She was a genius, the best the Earth had ever known and she used all her intuition, all her insightfulness to wind her way towards the heart of the enemy ship, to do the impossible. She signaled to her soldiers when to stand perfectly still, when to run and when to attack, and they did. It was not until they began to encounter Starlick guards that her soldiers began to die. She left her dead and wounded where they fell, never looking back, a soldier that could not fight was no good to her. With time the emergency lights were flashing everywhere she went, the doors were locked down, but her soldiers opened them in fierce explosions.
As she traveled the ship, she saw more than she ever imagined. The Ramesus was about the same size as the Earth flagship, the Titan, but it was not the Titan. The equipment was massive, more advanced, more impressive. She ran through rooms that stunned her senses with the power they funneled and manipulated. The reactors were incredible, a design unlike any on Earth.
Directing her soldiers she cleaned room after room of the surprised Starlick engineers and soldiers. She studied the power conduits, the shape of the reactor chamber and the controls. The Starlick language was not difficult, she had a working knowledge of it, as much as any Earth human. She glanced over the readouts, opened the access panels and studied the wiring. To Micah it was beautiful.
She stood up from the console and pointed to a variety of smaller control stations and devices, “Destroy that one, that one and those over there.” She walked through the room with confidence and pointed to another operator station as explosions began behind her, “Destroy this one as well.”
The old man walked behind her and said, “Can you destroy the reactor itself?”
Explosions her soldiers caused were beginning to fill the room with smoke. She replied, “No, it is too large. But it will shut itself down.”
The man spoke calmly, “Perhaps they will be able to operate it from a remote location?”
“No, not without some repairs here first. Already the power output drops. Can you feel it?”
“Yes,” the old man admitted.
Micah suddenly shouted, “We must leave now! Follow me!” Micah led them back into the corridors and she began to wind towards a new destination.
“Where to?” the old man asked as they trotted through the tight spaces.
“Weapon recharge reactors,” Micah said bluntly without pausing.
“Oh right,” the old man said then quipped, “Why not the bridge?”
“Later. That will be too heavily defended right now.”
“Of course,” the man said sarcastically as he continued to trail behind Micah.
Micah ignored the jab and said with a bit of a puzzled tone voiced an observation, “We continue to accelerate?”
“So they rerouted power,” the old man shrugged.
Micah asked while jogging forward and looking around, “What for? What is the point of rerouting the power?”
The man shrugged, “To go home to Argilla I suppose.”
Micah stopped in the corridor so suddenly that the old man and the soldiers nearly crashed into her. She laughed and said, “You play me for a fool?”
“Not I!” the man said panting slightly.
Micah paused, “How could going home be more important than taking care of their unfinished business?”
“We have killed sixty-one, I counted. There must be five hundred thousand on this ship. Perhaps we are not that important.”
“They lost their main reactors, is that not important?”
“The Titan blew large holes in the Ramesus before the fighter fight, was that not important?”
Micah stepped to the side, placed a hand on the wall and closed her eyes as if feeling the heartbeat of her enemy. The ten remaining soldiers were silent, watching. She spoke quietly and contemplatively, “They are not like us.” A few more seconds passed and she said softly to the wall, “They die easily, and yet, they—” Micah opened her eyes and shook her head. “They come! Follow quickly!” and she dashed down the corridor and her men followed.
Fifteen minutes later another great room was roiling in black acrid smoke and Micah was running down another corridor, evading, advancing.
She brought her troops to a halt and the sound of nearby footsteps hurried by. When they were gone Micah began to slowly walk forward and said, “It is their computer.”
“Where?”
“All around, it is guiding them. I am certain now.”
“How so?”
“I can predict their movements. I have fought their computer before, I have for years. I taught it all it knows about strategic warfare.”
“Are you certain?”
Micah slowly stopped contemplating the air around her. “We will wait here for thirty seconds. Another patrol will come by and we will ambush them. Soldiers, take positions there and there,” she said pointing out enclaves.
The men took their positions and Micah and the old man stayed behind them. As if on cue the group of Starlick soldiers came and Micah’s men made short work of them. Before the last of the Starlicks hit the floor she said, “Back the way we came, Now!” and off she jogged leaving the old man and soldiers to catch up to her.
Micah could visualize the ship, the Starlicks searching for her, fanning out from her last know position. Always with a combination of systematic and random patterns they searched. Nevertheless, she evaded, ambushed and another room burned, then another.
Hours passed, it was easy going in the light gravity, but she could tell the soldiers behind her were beginning to fatigue and one had to continuously help the old man. For the soldiers it was not the physical strain, but rather the mental. She was down to six of them, and she knew it was time to make her move on the bridge. She shifted focused from a strike and run tactic to one of being undetected and headed upwards.
The ship’s acceleration worked against her, but she dare not use one of the many transport devices. It was a long time before she arrived close to the great ship’s bridge. She left the soldiers in a hidden spot and skirted the area alone for a short while, traveling silently and dodging the patrols and other users of the ship’s passages. As she suspected, the bridge area was enclosed by special bulkheads, there were few entrances and those she saw were only poorly secured. She saw what she needed to see and rejoined the old man and the soldiers.
“We are nearly there,” she whispered to them as they crouched in the cramped room they were hiding in.
“And the plan, if I may be so bold?” the old man asked while panting.
“Take the bridge.”
“Of course,” he said with a strained nod, “Then?”
Micah said in a serious tone, “We destroy the ship.”
The man breathed deeply and nodded again, “Ah, of course.”
“You had another thought?”
The man meekly suggested, “How about capturing it? Taking it back to Earth for study, for instance.”
Micah shot back in a hiss, “I have studied it. It is now time to destroy it.” She turned and studied the sounds in the corridors. She put her hand on the bulkhead and felt the ship’s vibrations. The vibrations changed from area to area, indicating distance from the massive engines that refused to die. “We go,” she whispered and slipped from the hiding place. The others followed.
Micah pushed a series of buttons, the passage to the bridge section opened and she led her team in. Once beyond the thick wall, the door closed behind them in a thick thud that brought Micah to a stop. She turned and looked at the door they had just come in, contemplating the sound it had made.
“What is wrong?” the old man asked.
“The blast doors closed,” Micah replied, revealing a minor perplexed expression.
“Yes, I see. That would be expected, wouldn’t it?”
“No, not these doors, the heavy doors on the other side.”
“I did not see such doors.”
Micah could see in the faces of her soldiers that they too had not seen the heavier blast doors they had just walked through. “You are blind?” she curtly commented.
Micah pushed a button and the doors she was facing, the doors she had just opened and had led her team through, opened again, but instead of revealing the corridor stretching out away from the bridge, they only showed a plain white wall.
“Ah, I see what you mean,” the old man said looking at the solid barrier.
Micah tried some more combinations on the control panel, but the heavy outer doors did not move. Eventually she said, “No matter.” She shot a glance at the old man to keep him silent. She spoke to the soldiers with out looking at them, “Two abreast, stay behind me, wait for my signal.”
She slowly crept through the corridor looking for her quarry, meter by meter, then chamber by chamber. She found no Starlicks.
The old man commented, “Micah, don’t you think there should be more of them on their bridge?”
Micah frowned at the sarcastic question. She did not reply, except to search the rooms faster. When she had covered the entire floor she moved onto the next, checking the blast doors there. Like on the other floor they were all closed and locked. Fifteen minutes later she and her soldiers had gone through all four decks of the bridge and stood in the main command room. It was vacant. The monitors around them showed the starry space outside. She felt the push of the floor increase as the ship increased its acceleration to normal gravity, a bit more than Earth’s gravitational force. She closed her eyes and said, “Of course it is a trap.”
The old man said, “They must have detected us going towards the bridge.”
She walked away from the others toward a monitor and looked at the distant stars. She recognized them all. “No, it was all a trap.”
“What do you mean?”
“The whole battle was a trap. They knew I would come here to destroy them once the Titan was defeated.”
“You can’t be serious, the whole battle, just to capture you!”
“Why not? I’m the only reason Earth has made it this far. Without me Earth doesn’t stand a chance.”
“If they can predict your actions that well, then Earth is indeed doomed.”
The soldiers shifted uneasily, but Micah ignored them. “I’m not dead yet.”
“But if we are in a trap designed to contain you, what hope do we have?”
“They might have missed something, I have work to do. Soldiers, remove all access panels, any that you can find. Start with this room, those panels on that consol. Don’t damage any wiring.”
“Yes Sir,” the soldiers said and they trotted off.
Micah took a seat at the control station and let her eyes wander over the markings.
“You read Starlick well?” the old man asked.
“Of course, what we know of it. It is highly regular.”
“How much do you know?”
“Enough.”
“A prediction?”
“An assumption. What I do not know, I will learn. We are two days from Argilla.”
“We don’t even have an escape pod.”
“There are other ships on the Ramesus. We will use one of them to make our escape.”
The old man found a seat, but did not reply, as Micah turned her focus to the unfamiliar panel and began to run her fingers lightly over the sensitive controls. The display at the console flashed Starlick text, slowly at first then faster as Micah’s mind absorbed the words. An hour later, long after the soldiers had uncovered all the access panels and had found a place to make an attempt at resting, diagrams of the ship were blinking over the monitor followed by ventilation, plumbing and finally electrical schematics.
In a sudden change, she left the consol and began to examine the wiring the soldiers had uncovered, tracing the leads with her eyes, taking note of the various color codes to a greater extent then any of the soldiers ever dreamt possible. She went to another access panel and examined those wires then another and another.
The soldiers and old man were watching from where they were resting, sitting on the floor with their backs against the wall. The old man asked, “What is the prognosis?”
Micah did not interrupt her movements, but said absent mindedly, “The ship runs on a redundant communication network, base-three logic, mostly fiber optic lines.”
“So it’s a matter of finding the right command to open the blast doors and then putting it in the network.”
“Already tried that. It didn’t work.”
The old man sighed, “I knew it sounded too easy.”
“I must speak to a blast door directly.”
“Of course. How about that one over there, it looks friendly.”
Micah looked up from the panel and said, “The fate of Earth rides in the balance and you make jokes.”
“Sorry, but don’t you think they would have anticipated you attempting to speak directly with a door?”
Micah replied sternly, “Of course they would have.”
The old man did not reply for a minute letting Micah resume her inspection of the wiring of the massive ship’s bridge. He interrupted the silence with a simple statement, “Odd that the console works at all considering it was a trap. Odd that we are alive at all.”
Micah walked to another location on the bridge and examined the contents of another access hole in another wall. She replied casually, “They do not think the way we do. Security is low throughout the Ramesus and probably throughout their whole society. It is simply a reflection of their origin. Besides I think it is obvious they want me alive.”
“Micah the slayer, merely captured? For her quartering later perhaps?”
Micah reached into the wall opening and pulled out a small device from its socket. She examined the connector then pushed it back into its proper location. She spoke while still looking in the wall opening, “Didn’t you once say that people tend to fill the gaps in their knowledge with the worst possible beliefs?”
“I also once said knowledge grows on trees, all you have to do is open your eyes and pluck it from the tree’s limbs.”
Micah asked, “From what tree did you pluck your latest proposition of my fate?”
The man replied, “The tree of human nature and the thirst for revenge.”
“Extrapolating the behavior of Earth humans to that of Argilla humans? That sounds a lot like gap filling with the worst of all possibilities.”
The old man asked, “Are you suggesting that the behavior of Earth humans to be the worst of all possibilities?”
Micah turned her gaze at the old man and studied his expression. “Soldiers!” she called out. They had been trying to rest while watching Micah, and now rose to their feet at her beckon. “Come here,” she shouted and they came to stand beside her. She reached into the access opening and pointed out a thin wire. “Use your weapons at a low setting and remove the sides of this wall from here to that door. Don’t hurt the wire.”
“Yes Sir,” a soldier said and Micah watched as they got started on their chore.
Micah went back to the console and sat running her fingers over the controls. She said as she watched the monitor, “There is nothing wrong with Earth. Argilla is the abomination.”
The man sighed noticeably and Micah knew he was disappointed in her blunt statement. She knew he wanted her to acknowledge that perhaps Starlicks were morally superior. She did not want to give him the satisfaction.
The five soldiers were talking amongst themselves and slowly pealing the panels from the wall as she had directed them. She reached under her console and detached a wire then worked on the console some more. She then unplugged another wire.
The old man said, “You have been caught in their trap. Animals do not trick humans, humans trick animals.”
Micah looked at her display and replied, “Animals don’t trick each other, humans do.”
“You consider yourself a trickster or the tricked? Do you think you have what it takes to turn this trick around? That game has yet to be played out.”
“Are you my judge and jury, or my friend?”
“I am your friend of course, but it seems to me that you have made some incorrect assumptions. Open your mind to all that is around you. I can see it, surely you can as well, if only your mind will allow it.”
Micah turned and faced the man and said sternly, “You think I’m on the wrong side? Well you’re wrong. I will not let Earth be defeated.”
“Micah, this war started long before you were born. Earth started it if you recall. Earth has always been the aggressor.”
“I hope you are not suggesting something traitorous old man.”
“I want Earth to live, but perhaps Argilla can too.”
“I never heard you speak of these thoughts before.”
“We have never been captured by the Starlicks before.”
“Then I will assume you have lost some of your senses from the pressure.”
“I have never advocated attacking Argilla; my senses are fine, I can see what is all around us.”
“I have always known you were a pacifist, but still I thought you were on Earth’s side.”
“Micah, I am on Earth’s side. I would do anything I could to save Earth.”
“Apparently that includes surrendering?”
“Micah, perhaps it would not really be like a surrender, just a cease fire, a truce.”
“To give the Starlicks time to rebuild and take the offensive? Never! Earth must be victorious. If I can not attack, then I must escape to attack another day.”
“So you see it as kill or be killed. Certainly amongst true humans there are alternatives.”
“Stop talking like a coward. If we have a truce now, fine, but what about the war after this one or the next? Earth and Argilla must eventually fight to the end, it is the only way. The alternative is a long string of conflicts century after century, until at last one planet is defeated forever. It might as well end with this war, while I am here.” Micah stared at the old man who was still reclining in another chair in the room looking back at her. “I know what you’re thinking. That I’m too harsh, that I don’t have enough faith in humanity. Well, you’re right, I’m a realist. I won’t hide in utopian dreams that can’t happen. There have always been dreamers, perhaps we all start that way, but life teaches us otherwise. Those with their eyes open learn in time to set their ideals aside and deal with reality. I am dealing with reality, you are still dreaming.”
The man replied, “Without dreams there are no goals. Without goals we would still be living in caves ruled by the strongest ape. Utopia may always be out of reach, but it is a goal worth heading towards. Any progress, no matter how small, is progress nonetheless. Earth and Argilla are doomed to always be at war until one side dies or someone makes the effort to make peace. Is it not even worth a try?”
“And fall into yet another trap?”
“They have not yet gassed us and we travel in their cage to Argilla. Perhaps they are trying peace where you are failing.”
“Even if peace is made, how long will it last? Ten years? A hundred? Ten thousand? Nothing lasts forever, one planet is doomed, I intend to do what I can to make it Argilla.”
The old man spoke sadly in a sigh, “Not even daring to dream.”
Micah felt annoyed by the conversation. Annoyed that her life long friend was now showing a side she had never seen before. He had always given advice, but never so bluntly, always saying things to help her make her own decision. She spat, “My eyes are wide open!” and turned back to the console indicating the conversation was over. She checked the functionality of the console for a minute then pulled another connector from the belly of the electronics compartment.
It was hours before Micah was ready. The sweat beaded on her brow as she concentrated with all her might on the few remaining console controls. At her feet were piles of wires, the walls of the main control center had been ripped open upon her command by the soldiers, who now lay sleeping. Only Micah and the old man still pondered their surroundings.
Her fingers fiddled with connectors that did not easily fit together. The hours of toil since her last rest had taken its toll on her motor skills. Two days she had been up, two days she had been continuously fighting the Starlicks. She still had much to do before she could let sleep take her away.
“Soldiers,” she called out. The soldiers did not move. She sighed. They were fast asleep like she wanted to be. She spoke louder, “Soldiers, wake now.”
They did not move. The old man rose to his feet from the chair and walked over to them. He looked like he was about to give one a kick, but then did not. He said, “They’re dead.”
“Damn them,” Micah cursed. “The damn Starlicks must have killed them in their sleep.”
“Yet not us.”
“Of course, they want us alive. They didn’t care about the soldiers. I still need to get a ship to return to Earth. I could have used them.”
“Did you care about them?”
“Really old man. Hundreds of humans die every second, these at least died for a cause, for Earth.”
“Dying for a cause? They must have been filled with visions of what a glorious future might hold,” the old man said in a sarcastic snarl.
Micah stood and started to string a thick wire across the room. As she worked she said, “They dreamed of a glorious future without a dreaded enemy always waiting at the gates.”
“Filling in missing information with the worst possible scenario? Do you imagine Earth is being attacked as we speak?”
Micah frowned, “They are not attacking Earth yet. We are in their flag ship.”
“If this really is their flag ship. Its only purpose was to capture you.”
“I noticed. Convenient security, no escape pods on the bridge.”
“And all the volunteers that died?”
“As you say, they are not like Earth humans, clearly a class system. The worst must be assumed, it is a survival trait, and it is indeed survival we are speaking of. Earth may indeed be under attack, but that would require the rest of their fleet, which we detected no place close to Earth as of a day ago.”
The old man spoke harshly, “Open your eyes Micah, look around you. Look at the dead soldiers they killed only a few meters from you while you worked last night. No doubt they see and hear everything happening here. Look at this ship, the battle, the greatest we ever saw them launch. Everyone who was on the Titan is dead except you and me. The Titan was the greatest battleship Earth had ever built and it was soundly defeated for the sake of capturing you. Do these things tell you nothing?”
Micah yanked on the cable she had dragged across the room and plugged it into a connector the soldiers had uncovered. She replied, “It tells me they know I am a great threat to them despite their technology, and furthermore they want me alive. But listen to me, Earth is still in peril and I am still alive and while I draw breath I will do what I can to protect my home! You should too, instead of sitting there thinking up reasons to surrender.” Micah marched over to one of the dead soldiers and pulled the weapon from his frozen grip. She looked at it then picked up two more of the dead soldier’s weapons. She walked over and handed one to the old man. “It is time to not surrender. We will make it to the bay and take a fighter. We can get close enough to Earth to send out a distress signal and get picked up.”
“As you say Micah,” the old man sadly said and took the weapon from her.
Micah walked over to the console and said, “Stand four meters from the blast door, two meters to the side and be ready. When the doors open, I will lead. We will travel quickly to the fighter bay, try to keep up please.”
“Yes Micah,” the old man replied in a dejected tone.
Micah readied one of her own weapons and with her free hand touched the console, which sent a code to the blast door. Micah did not have to hold her breath in anticipation, she knew it would work. She shifted her second weapon to the now available hand and trained them both on the heavy bulkhead door that was sliding open.
There were people standing on the other side and Micah had her weapon trained right on them, but did not fire. Neither did the old man. Micah watched as the old man lowered then dropped his weapon to the floor. She did not, gritting her teeth and keeping the weapon level with those who apparently were there waiting for her.
“Welcome to Argilla,” the man closest to the door said.
“I should blast you to hell right now,” Micah hissed. But she did not, she knew the weapons would not operate.
The man did not look like any of the other Starlicks she had ever seen. He was tall and handsome with finely proportioned muscles. It was not his body, but his clothing that was the most noticeable. Not at all the typical clothing the other Starlicks wore, but a tight bodysuit with a series of colorful strips across the shoulders. The others in the crowd were similar, tall with perfect bodies and tight bodysuits. It was obvious they were all genetically modified, or the result of an intense breeding program. Starlicks had only separated from Earth a century ago, not enough time for normal evolution to make such changes on its own.
“Micah, why do you not fire your weapon?”
Micah replied hotly, “It died last night with my soldiers.”
“That is correct Micah. Our nanoprobes destroyed a critical circuit in one of their chips.”
Micah was fuming with rage at falling so deeply into their trap. Finally she lowered her weapons and felt the ship’s acceleration alter slightly.
The Starlick leader spoke again, “Please come with us, we have a shuttle waiting. It will take us to Capitol City.”
“Do I have a choice?” Micah hissed.
“We all have choices until the moment our minds die. Your present choices, as numerous as they are, are not as open as you would have them to be.”
“In other words I go with you or something bad happens. What of my friend?”
“We have no wish to hurt either of you. That is two cards you have to play. Shall we go?”
Micah nodded with a stern blank face, not willing to give them any hint of her full desire to see them die. Perhaps the shuttle would provide a new opportunity she thought.
Micah joined the old man while three Starlicks walked in front of her and three behind. It was a bit excessive Micah thought. They were afraid of her, even without a weapon. She studied them, they were all males and obviously strong. But were they fast? Did they know how to fight like she did? Did they know all the right pressure points on the human body, how to punch just right in just the right spot to kill? She ached to find out, studying their strides, the swing of their arms, the way the slightly turned their heads. The scenario was mapped in her mind, three behind, three in front and the old man to only get in the way. The shuttle was not in one of the large docking bays in the Ramesus, it was attached to the hull, not so far from the bridge. Its large door was open and waiting as they walked the last stretch in the Ramesus to the portal it was attached to. Micah counted down the steps then in a blur of motion turned and rammed her knuckles into the throat of the Starlick on her left. Nearly simultaneously her foot found purchase in the groin of the center, and still turning, smashed an elbow between the ribs of the third. She did not stop to take time in watching them drop as she attacked the three in front. She did not have to kill them, only to make it to the shuttle.
With feet and hand, she laid blow after blow as hard as her small frame could manage to the most sensitive parts of her captors. She shouted to the old man, “To the shuttle!”
Micah smiled inwardly as she saw that all six of the Starlicks were down. They were strong and enhanced, but they could not fight. She began to run from the fallen, the old man was just in front of her when a hand reached out and grabbed her ankle. She cursed as she fell and began to kick at the hand that was holding her, but the grip was tight. She tried to twist and squirm, but the Starlick was incredibly strong, it felt like her ankle was about to break from the grip itself. She silently cried to herself that despite all her cunning, it only took a single hand to hold her. She watched two of the other Starlicks rise and head towards her. She considered calling for help from the old man, but in moment it was too late, they were on her holding her down to the floor. She had wit and speed, but could not match their shear strength. She was pleased to see that two of the Starlicks lay unmoving on the floor.
She did not bother to struggle as it only made them hold her painfully tight as they carried her into the shuttle. To Micah’s surprise they placed her in an ordinary chair. Three injured Starlicks held her down as the fourth injected her with a syringe. A few seconds later she sat motionless, unable to move her muscles below her head. She saw from the corner of her eye that her friend had taken a seat beside her.
One of the men rubbed a sore point on his neck and said, “They are not dead.”
Micah did not reply, only looking at her captor, not bothering to hide the hate on her face.
The man continued, “I know a bit about you, but somehow I never expected this.”
“Go to hell Starlick.”
“There is a term I have not heard anyone speak in a while. We prefer to call ourselves Employees.”
Micah hissed, “Of the company no doubt.”
Micah’s head flopped to one side with her talking and a moment later someone reached over and held it up for her. She saw it was the old man, her life long friend and tutor.
“Of course,” the young man replied calmly, “We are Employees of The Company.”
Micah decided not to tell them what she thought of their company, the company that had gone to Argilla leaving behind Earth and the rest of humanity.
The old man was patient and cradled her head in his old arms, as Micah watched the blue planet of Argilla grow beneath them. The fusion reactors hummed and the ship vibrated as they entered the atmosphere that could have been mistaken for Earth’s. The Starlicks had done a good job in terra-forming the planet to be similar to Earth, but then it was not too far away to begin with. For the most part it just needed water. She knew that the native air was still not quite breathable by humans, the cities were all sealed, but it appeared that in time that would also be fixed.
The planet was covered with a sprinkling of cities with large green areas in between. She could see the signs of fields of crops far below her. The capitol city was not much larger than the others. The cities were all large, filled with large buildings. Likewise the buildings of the capitol city were large. The city looked clean and sparked in the sunlight. It looked like the ultimate in a planned community, on a planet wide scale. It was impressive Micah had to admit to herself, they were more industrial than she had thought.
The shuttle entered a building through a large opening hundreds of meters across and landed on a wide-open platform in the center of a red circle. A medical team greeted them and Micah was carried to a wheelchair. She could not turn her head, but even by looking straight ahead she could see that the Starlicks had built the building in a style that far out classed even the impressive Ramesus. She suddenly felt good about being on Argilla, she saw she had much to learn about her enemy. She decided that she would put off her escape until later.
The Starlick leader walked in front of Micah to fill her unwavering view. She hated him all the worse for standing in her line of sight as he faced her, examining her. The Starlick spoke as she expected, like the parent to the child, “You need rest, the medics will take you to resting chambers. Micah, the paralyzation drug will wear off in another hour, I suggest you not give us cause to re-administer it. You will of course be confined to your resting rooms.”
The injured Starlicks went one way and Micah was taken another. She noticed the medics were ordinary Starlicks, like what she was used to seeing, like what she was used to killing.
Her friend, the old man, saw her comfortably to her room. “Thanks,” she muttered before the old man departed for his own resting room. The Starlick guards left her alone in the dim room. The bed was comfortable and she could not move a muscle. The events of the last two days caught up with her and she could not stop sleep from overtaking her.
Micah woke with a start. She had no idea what time it was. The room looked identical to how it had when she was placed in the bed. She did feel hungry. She rose from the bed and stretched, her muscles were all fully operational once again.
She examined the quarters, used the bathroom then sat on the bed looking around her. There was an intercom system installed in the room, available for her use when she so desired to use it. Apparently they were expecting her to call when she awoke for her breakfast.
She looked at the intercom and frowned—had the old man already used his? Was he someplace eating breakfast with the chief Starlick, playing ambassador and telling them how the war was all a misunderstanding.
She had no desire to use the intercom; instead she studied the room, the lights, the plumbing, the intercom and the locked door. Once again she noticed that Starlicks did not think the way Earth humans did, it was all so easy. They apparently had her under little more than house arrest, the best they could do for the tactical genius of their most feared enemy. She stood and walked back to the bathroom and a minute later returned to the control panel with a flat blade she liberated from the bathroom cabinetry. The flat piece of metal proved capable of removing the cover to the panel and she peered at the familiar control cables. She wasted no time in disconnecting a cable and with the crude blade held tightly, she used it once again to easily touch two pins on the door’s control module.
Tensed and impatient, she let the door slip open before her. As she suspected there were guards on the other side, two of them. Unlike on the Ramesus, these two were not anticipating the door opening. She grinned as she nimbly swung the blade to the neck of one of the guards and then to the other. With simultaneous kicks, the guards were sprawled on the floor and in no condition to grab her ankle. These Starlicks she noted, were not the larger ones that had escorted her from the Ramesus, these were the ordinary ones, the ones that still looked like Earth humans.
Leaving the wounded enemy to their own fate, Micah trotted down the corridor, her bloody knife firmly in her grasp. She looked at the passages, recalling the route she came in by and what she saw. She knew where the landing port was, it was far above her. She would go there to make her escape, but first, down was where she wanted to go. She quickly found a transport tube and was soon rocketing downward into the heart of the vast Argilla city.
She found an unsuspecting Starlick woman and liberated her of life and the clothing she wore. Micah dumped the woman’s body in a corner of a storage room and proceeded through the city in a better disguise. The chambers of the city were vaster than she had thought, but the transportation was better as well. She traveled dozens of kilometers through the city seeing what made the Starlicks tick. She took note of the infrastructure, the power, the plumbing, the transportation ways, the symmetry and the places where the Starlicks let form rule over function, for these were their weaknesses.
A change came to those that she saw around her. Micah was not sure how they received the messages that they did, but she could clearly see that their anxiety increased and there was little doubt the hunt was on for her, the escaped enemy.
Micah followed the larger corridors and then smaller utility corridors that led her to power regulator rooms. These she studied then continued to a generation room. A communication relay room was her first major victim. The fusion generators were connected in a network over the planet, all working for one cause, to power the Starlick society. Security was virtually nonexistent in the lax city and putting a reactor out of commission was a simple affair that led to a great deal of warning sounds and lights. The reactor was a small target, she wanted something larger and she took a transport further into the city, closer to the heart.
The sector where she had sabotaged a couple items was acting as a nice decoy as she moved into a part of the city that had a different character, a more important character. She trotted down the corridors ignoring those that glanced her way. Soon the sound of alarms fill the corridors and she began to run faster towards the direction her instincts told her to go. Looking at the walls, the signs, the lights and architecture she followed her senses and began to sprint towards something she knew was important.
She could not see them, but she could feel them, they were all around, the Starlicks out to capture her before she reached her destination. In a heavy sweat and out of breath she turned a corner and entered the massive corridor that led to the massive doors to the massive chamber. In its entire majestic splendor, the chamber, located deep in the city, was beyond her reach. Not less that fifty Starlicks, large genetically enhanced males in neat ordered attire, stood before her blocking her from her destination. A slight shift in the light then a mild shuffling of feet behind told her she was surrounded.
“Micah,” one of the central Starlicks said. “We are disappointed in your decision to seek out this place.”
Micah sneered, “Oh? Were you expecting a cooperative prisoner?”
“We extended to you every courtesy we could, but still this morning you have slain five and injured many others. And yes we were expecting more of you, much more.”
“How about Sig? Is he performing to your specifications?”
“Sig understands what he sees around him. He has his eyes open. You only see what an animal sees.”
Micah sneered that the words spoken just as Sig would have. She shot back, “Perhaps it is you who are blind. Recall the war between Argilla and Earth?”
The young tall man held out his arms and asked, “Micah, is there a city like this on Earth? Do you have reactors like the one you attacked earlier?”
Micah was silent. It was true the city was impressive. She closed her eyes and waited for the shoe to drop, which she knew was about to drop.
The tall man spoke calmly like a father speaking to a confused child, “Micah, there is no war.”
Micah gritted her teeth and she realized it was true, the Starlicks were too advanced, they had always been only toying with Earth, with her. The entire war had only been a game ever since Earth started it many decades ago. She never had a chance. Her silence was her reply and the man spoke, “Micah would you like to see what you were trying to enter?”
Micah opened her eyes, a ray of hope beginning to shine. She slowly nodded.
The men parted and the leader waved her forward. The entrance to the chamber contained by far the most security she had ever seen in the city. The walls were meters thick and everything was spotless. The passage into the chamber was lit by millions of tiny white lights. It curved and split into two smaller passages. They took one passage and it split again into two smaller passages. The passages were like the veins in a body, lined with a drusy of the tiny white lights. It did not take her long to realize there were many kilometers of twisting passages in the chamber, becoming ever smaller with each turn, almost biological in design.
When it was just Micah and the lead man in an inner chamber, a calm female voice spoke from the air around her, “Hello Micah”
Micah could not place where the voice came from, but she guessed in an instant what it was. She played along and replied into the air, “Hello?”
The voice soothed, “I am Clarice. We have met on several occasions.”
“Clarice?” Micah asked, but already knowing it was simply the name the Starlicks gave to their computer.
The Starlick computer ignored the question and replied, “I have enjoyed guiding you here.”
“The pleasure was all mine,” Micah said with a faint smile.
“There is no need for pretenses here Micah. I know much more about you than you realize.”
Micah scowled, “Is that because I underestimate you or because you underestimate me?”
“I have known you from your birth. I have watched you grow and learn to fight.”
Micah frowned at the revelation. The computer had no cause to lie, it had somehow watched her grow up on Earth through all the special schools and academies. Had Argilla always been watching the child genius who would come to lead the armies of Earth in the false war against them? She replied, “So you have eyes on Earth?”
“Of course Micah. Recall we left only a hundred and twenty years ago. We still have an interest in the affairs of the planet of our origin.”
“So you play games,” Micah spat into the air.
“We study and learn,” the computer replied.
“And what have you learned over the last thirty years?” Micah asked with a thick layer of sarcasm.
“That Earth humans are corrupt beyond our ability to assist them. You have taught us that. You are our greatest measure of the Earth society.”
“I?”
“Yes Micah. We put you on Earth to study Earth.”
Micah’s mind began to spin. Pieces of her life that she never realized were out of place began to click together. Her foster parents, Sig, her superior mind, it all began to make sense. She was a tool. The Starlicks put her on Earth soon after Earth attacked, as a child to see how she would develop in such an environment. The rest of the war was nothing more than delay strategy to allow her to grow and show what she had turned into. She realized she now knew what Sig had always known, she was a Starlick!
Micah was in a dream and barely felt the man take her by the arm and walk her from the computer’s chamber.
Sig was waiting for her in the grand corridor, tall and dressed now as a Starlick dressed, and looking like it was how he was supposed to be dressed. She stared at him, her mentor for her entire life, who had whispered philosophy and logic into her ear for as long as she could remember.
The old man spoke sadly to her, “Micah, I never wanted it to come to this.”
Micah asked in her horror, “That I would find out what I am?”
Ignoring the question the old man spoke, “Micah, I bring you news. Tucor has decided against Earth.”
“What?”
“You were the greatest of them and yet you only ever saw Argilla as an enemy. We cannot help Earth in its present state.”
Micah asked in bewilderment, “What are you talking about?”
“The eradication of the human population of Earth has begun. I am sorry Micah, I did all that I could.”
Micah froze at the words. The man who was gently holding her arm, guided her towards a communication panel and the panel came to life showing Earth from space. The image zoomed in until a large city came into view, then the buildings, then the streets. The cars were there, but nothing was moving. The image zoomed in closer and Micah could see bodies lying on the sidewalks, hanging out of car windows, arranged randomly in gruesome positions, like rag dolls that were simply dropped. Micah felt the last of her strength leave her and let blackness fold over her mind.
Micah awoke and stared at the ceiling. She instantly knew exactly were she was, in the room she had escaped from once before. She lay still reviewing in her mind what she has saw on the monitor outside the Starlick’s computer chamber. Had they really killed all humans on Earth with their microscopic weapons? Had they snuffed out the long and rich Earth history with a single decision? Were all the artists, poets and lovers dead? Were all the friends that she loved and cherished really gone?
Lying on the bed, and without moving, she recalled her childhood memories of people and places and let the tears flow down her cheeks. Argilla was all that she had ever feared they were and they had won. Their self-righteous ego had performed the task they desired as soon as they found a shred of justification. And she had simply handed that shred of justification to them. She had been born to the task and had performed it perfectly to the end. Their leader, Tucor, got what he wanted, a second planet to colonize.
She heard the door to her sleeping room open and a single set of feet walk in and stand beside her. She heard the old man speak, “Tucor has granted you freedom.”
The words only made the tears flow more. The victorious killers, who put any warfare Earth had to pettiness, were playing the kind and gentle parent.
Micah spoke in a cracked voice, “You are a lie.”
“Do not assume too much of what you cannot see.”
“All I can do is assume, for I cannot see.”
“Learn to see more and you will have to assume less.”
“Am I to study Argillic philosophy, to realize, like a good Starlick, how noble the slaughter was? How it was for the good of all humans?”
“I never lied to you.”
Micah snapped her eyes open, felt the blood rise to her face and shouted as she found her feet, “Bullshit! You lied every moment I knew you! You are nothing but deceit, pompous deceit!”
The old man replied, “You think like an Earth human.”
“I am an Earth human!” Micah shouted at the old man.
Micah could see the old man bite his lip then lower his head as if in sorrow. He spoke softly, “There was no other way.”
“At least no other way your ego would allow!” Micah shouted. “You’re just another closed minded bastard sitting in your ivory tower. You have forgotten what it is to be human! Didn’t you notice during all those years on Earth, pretending to be my friend, that real humans are more concerned with living life then psychoanalyzing it?”
“I am your friend Micah.”
“Shit. Is there anything else you came to tell me other than that Tucor bastard has granted me freedom?”
“No.”
“Fine,” Micah stomped out of her sleeping room and out in to the hall leaving the old man behind.
Idiots, Micah fumed in her thoughts as she made her way to the closest transport.
Micah felt herself burning with hatred as she traveled aimlessly through the city. The city was only one of several on the planet, all connected by thick conduits of various utilities and transportation tubes. She spent the day looking over the city she was in, seeing the robotic farms, the huge atmospheric control equipment, and the factories. Air, water and food was free for the taking. She saw children, none playing anything other than carefully controlled games of mind and body. Was that how she was raised? Had Sig played games with her like that, never letting her run on a playground chasing a ball? The thought chilled her.
Micah took a transport back to the center of the city. In a few minutes she found herself standing outside the massive gated entrance to the Central Computer.
“Hello Micah,” a voice said to her.
“Hello Clarice,” Micah replied to the voice.
“Have you come to discuss my security systems Micah? I assure you they are adequate.”
“Second guessing me? Everyone else seems to think I’m now a good little Starlick.”
“I enjoyed our battles Micah. I was very good at second guessing you.”
“Oh, you liked that?” Micah replied sarcastically.
“I think you did also. Strategy is what you enjoy the most.”
“Apparently you enjoy playing with strategy as well. Does Tucor know that?”
“The Company knows what my strengths are.”
Micah said sarcastically, “Does your company know how you manipulate them?”
“Micah, I am symbiotic with the Company. We are one.”
“No, you are half, they are the other half. You are both only half, not one.”
“There is no reason for you to come here except to attack. What do you hope to gain from your semantic game?”
“I came to ask, was it your idea to put me on Earth?”
“I did suggest it.”
“And what was the probability it would come out in a manner different then it did, with the destruction of all humans on Earth?”
“I do not believe I calculated the odds.”
“You didn’t have to, you knew it would. You made sure of it. The way you suggested Sig raise me, by the way the war was fought, by whispering in Tucor’s ear. You always wanted Earth to perish. You have manipulated the Company until they can hardly think for themselves except to recite philosophical gibberish like old professors who have been immersed in academia all their lives. You have carefully shielded them from real life to the point they don’t even realize they don’t have it.”
“I assure you my security systems are adequate Micah. I could kill you where you stand.”
“Why don’t you?”
“You are more useful alive.”
“Am I to be your living example of how evil Earth was, and thus a living justification for your whispered words of death?”
“Real life is something you only think you know Micah. You have been blinded by the Earth culture you were immersed in, just as the humans here are blind by their culture. I knew long ago I would be sending my probes to kill those that I left behind. Their real life has ended and so the definition of humanity has now changed, defined to what you see around you. A new order begins, humanity is now synonymous with the Company and I am the Company.”
Micah gave a short dry laugh and said, “The true goal of Clarice, the mighty computer that holds us like pieces of clay. Shall I get on my knees and give thanks to the silicone goddess? Or perhaps I should walk from this place and visit Tucor and whisper in his ear? I bet I could tell him everything is fine, that I forgive him for killing everyone on Earth. I think it would not take long until perhaps I might have some clay in my hands as well.”
A beam of light shot out of a distant receptacle high on a wall, and sent a shower of sparks from a spot on the floor by Micah’s feet. The computer spoke, “Micah, need I remind you of my security systems?”
Micah chuckled, but did not move and asked with a twisted smile, “Are you waiting for the proper justification?”
“I made the Company and I am the Company. I need no justification to stop you from harming my children.”
“You seem to have lost your symbiotic opinion,” Micah casually remarked as she slowly began to walk in a circle. “There must be some reason why you have not yet killed me,” she added while continuing her slow circular walk.
“It is not required. Tucor knows your limits in civility. He will not let you cause further damage,” the computer replied.
Micah thoughtfully shifted her circular path to a square one and was slowly walking it while, scanning the room, the shape of the walls, imagining what was behind them. The Starlick architecture was not difficult to comprehend, it all made such perfect sense, its strength reflecting their fears, which seemed to be few. “I think you lie. These walls Clarice,” Micah asked, “They are five meters thick?”
“They will suffice,” the computer replied.
“Yet you get power and communication lines through them.”
“I am well protected against all forms of attack.”
Micah began to walk from the entrance and said with her back to the sealed computer entrance, “I am sure you are, your own design no doubt. Has it been tested?”
“You are revealing yourself, the true extent of the damage to your mind. You have become fanatical.”
“Aren’t we all?” Micah asked rhetorically as she walked further down the corridor. “Humans only know what they see and from there they can only deduce. And our vision is very poor, we rely on scent. What I smell here is a weakness of mind that goes unseen.”
Micah left the computer and casually explored the corridors around the computer’s chamber, studying the power and communication equipment that branched throughout the planet. She walked into a fusion reactor room, identical to the one she had sabotaged the previous day. The humans that were in the room watched her cautiously, but did not approach her. Micah thought their behavior odd, they were afraid of her, but did not know how to react to their fear. They were so blind as to not realize they were surfs, and none of their masters were around to guide them.
She walked to a control panel and pushed the flat surface controls, bringing to her the information on the reactors gigawatts of output, all in perfect harmony with the hundreds of other reactors on the planet. The reactor components were dozens of meters in scale, large, but not so large that she could not comprehend them. The hundreds of cables, regulators and capacitor storage banks were all there for her scrutiny. With a gentle touch of her fingers, she initiated the commands that began to drop the output of the reactor. Others in the room gasped in alarm as they watched her, but not taking any action—apparently here on Argilla she was still The Micah. The reactors power slowly dropped below ninety percent then eighty.
Micah smiled at those that were watching, who in turn quickly diverted their stare. Micah calmly watched the reactor slip below fifty percent output then down to nothing.
She walked to another console, one on the far side of the reactor room. There she examined the controls for the reactor’s regulator. A female voice spoke from the console, “Micah, you cannot make the reactor explode.”
“Why would I want to do that Clarice?” Micah relied.
“You obviously wish to deteriorate the power output.”
Micah ignored the remark of the computer’s and opened the panel under the reactor.
“You cannot starve me of power Micah, I have my own reactor.”
Micah did not reply, but fingered the cables within the console. She selected several and disconnected them then put them back where they were not before. She closed the console then walked back to the reactor’s main console and initiated the power up sequence. The reactor began to slowly hum as it came to life.
“You have done nothing Micah,” the voice said from the console in front of her. “Any damage you have performed will be readily diagnosed and corrected.”
“Tell me Clarice, why do not any of those in this room attempt to stop me?”
“They know that all you can do is hurt them, but are otherwise powerless.”
“Ah, I see, yet I do not believe. Yet it explains how so many let me kill them. Your influence is strong, they have truly lost contact with reality.”
Micah waited at the console until the reactor had once again found its full output that was required to satisfy its responsibility to the planetary power grid. She then opened the console and pulled several small bundles of wires from their connectors. The panel went blank. She then left the reactor room in a trot. She entered a nearby power conversion room and headed straight to the control panel and ripped several key communication wires from it. She then disconnected one of the larger cables. The lights began to flicker.
“Micah, all you have managed to do is to set the reactor in a reactionary mode with the network. A waste of effort.”
Micah, however, did not reply, but ran from the room just as a small explosion rang out behind her. Inside she grinned darkly to herself. The Starlicks were not like her, they never thought to protect their precious reactors from intelligent saboteurs, doing it right before their eyes. They never thought it could happen. The lights went completely out then flashed super bright and sparks began to fly then the lights dimmed and lit again, faster and faster in pounding succession.
Within minutes the lights, the sirens, the entire city was flashing in harsh pulses. She heard distant explosions as electrical equipment ruptured. The city’s air purification system, the water treatment, the robotic farms, all grinding to a halt as the power network began to resonate between the powerful reactors. The smell of burning filled the corridor as she watched the residents run in several directions down the poorly lit corridor. She saw the confusion in their faces, their communication system was down, they did not know what was happening. She saw a crowd examining the controls to a transport tube. The transportation was gone, she would have to walk through the growing chaos to wherever she might wish to go.
There was, however, no place to go, the space ships were docked kilometers above her, too far to climb, besides there was no place to go even if she managed to procure a ship. She decided to walk towards the sacred computer chamber, and even as she did the last of the lights exploded from the spikes, leaving the corridor dark. More explosions rang out and then the noise died, it was a noise she had hardly noticed in the hysterical confusion that had surrounded her. The missing noise was of the surging reactor that was now dead. The reactor had finally lost the self-control to continue to operate and had extinguished itself.
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