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Turlock watched Marve clean his piece with a mixture of disgust and amazement. He knew the Lotians were a fastidious bunch, but this one had to be considered natty among his own people. When the springy-limbed freelancer pulled a thin aluminum tube from a purpose-sized pocket on his sleeve, and used it to squirt lubricant into the slide of his rifle, Turlock couldn't keep his tongue in check.
"It's a friggin' Benfield."
Marve didn't look up from his ministrations, but the tuneless hum he’d been wheezing through his thorax-vents stopped. "Beg pardon?"
"Back home, I saw a rebel bury his Benfield in the sand in front of his tent. Compliance inspectors came and searched for weapons, found none, and began to walk back to their truck. He sunk his hand into the sand at his feet, pulled out his rifle, and popped 'em in their backs."
The Lotian turned his compound eyes toward the buildings of Pendshelem that scrolled by through the train’s window.
"A weapon is a weapon," he finally replied, "and you don't need to purchase a specific brand to commit despicable acts."
Turlock pinched his temples with one of his massive, callused hands. "That's not what I was trying to say. I meant that a Benfield is legendary for its ability to operate under abusive conditions. If you're so damn keen on polishing firearms, you should've bought a Stoner. They'll jam if you sneeze on 'em."
Marve's digits, which had been guiding swabs, swatches of soft cloth, and various lubricants over every operating part and screw of his weapon, stopped their movement.
"So, you're recommending a Stoner… because they misfire? What would the advantages of such a weapon be?"
"Forget it," said Turlock through clenched teeth. Damned Guild paired him with the annoying Lotian as a test, that's what they did. Humans' tendency to fly off at the handle made them highly desirable as quasi-berserk troops to be indiscriminately unleashed on an opponents' populace, but less of an asset for higher paying, discretionary projects.
The Lotian, therefore, was to do the talking on this job.
They rode in silence for a while, but the human wasn’t the quiet type. "Where'd you get your hands, or whatever you call 'em, on a Benfield?"
Marve had resumed his ritualistic weapon polishing, and didn't interrupt it to respond. "In the tongue of my homeworld we call our digits k'tiklit, but, since we're conversing in your lexicon, ‘hands’ will suffice. My people typically avoid firearms, but the Guild insisted. I bought this on Steward Maclan’s recommendation."
He set his cleaning appurtenances in his lap, and looked over at Turlock. The afternoon suns sprayed an iridescence over his compound eyes. "Do you suppose, savage, the Guild has assigned you as my partner to test me? They say my people are too deliberate, that sometimes events have resolved themselves before we take action. Are all humans... pardon the expression, ‘apeshit crazy’ as I’ve been led to believe?"
"I haven't planted my fist into that smug cricket face of yours yet, have I?"
It took the Lotian a few seconds to translate the answer into colloquialisms he understood, but when he resumed cleaning his weapon without a response, Turlock knew he got the gist of it.
<+>
The Guild's recon information about Brother House dealt strictly with room dimensions, odd angles, placement of surveillance. It had said nothing about the eye-straining intricacy of its construction, and failed to comment on the staggering amount of labor hours that must have been spent on it.
Turlock thought his erstwhile partner's reaction on first sighting the place was the buggy equivalent of slack-jawed awe, and he himself had to admit it was a breathtaking sight. "If the guild sent us here to make a threat," said the human, "there's plenty here to threaten."
"We're to be the pinnacle of subtlety. We’re not here to overtly threaten, as much as we are to raise a specter."
"Fine, call it what you want. My point is: even that tiny strip of wood trim around the door must have taken one of the Brothers a month to carve. With my knife I could deface it in a quarter-second."
Marve turned his head and spread his mandibles wide. "Would you truly—"
"Easy there, hoss. I need to prove how level-headed we humans can be. I guess what I’m trying to say was that we walk in, all bumps and angles, metal bristling out of us... that alone is a, uh, specter, as you put it. Hell, if I trip on my own feet and bump into a wall, who knows how much defiling I’d do?"
"Ah, I understand. Perhaps there is a certain subtlety inherent in your oafishness."
"Just hit the damn intercom."
Even the call button, a disc of red in a well-oiled, intricately carved wooden cabinet, sported a Rosetta pattern. After pressing it, the Lotian stroked his clicketytick—or whatever it was that they touched things with—across it.
The chime from inside summoned a saffron-robed Pendshelemite teen. After the briefest of exchanges, he led them through a courtyard of several colors of sand raked in geometric patterns, and into a building that contained a single wood-paneled room. Turlock's eyes quickly gave up the attempt to register the detail of the carvings, and rendered the whole thing into a brown-gray fuzz.
An old man wearing a purple sash over his robe entered a split second after the teen left. He dropped a small tool, which looked to Turlock to be a walnut-hook, into a fold of his garment. Under the robe, the Brother’s physiognomy was closer to his own than Marve's, but his internal ears, ashen-gray skin, and completely black eyes were pure... what was that race again? Something -nar; either Temmnar or Kemmnar.
Turlock had been warned about the race, but the caution had been provided after a half-dozen particularly potent drinks, and he couldn't remember what to look out for. Come to think of it, he couldn't even remember who'd issued the warning.
"You've come armed", he said, in a tone that was neither accusatory nor angry.
Turlock bit back a smartass quip while Marve performed a gesture of greeting that looked ill-suited for his insectile build. "We've been employed by the Traders' Guild to—"
"—to intimidate us out of our dwelling, no doubt."
Turlock tilted his head and smashed his lips together. Maybe the Temmnar or Kemmnar, or whatever race the old man was, were renowned for reading minds. Probably not; he’d have remembered something like that, tanked or no. Most likely it was just a blunt manner. Getting right to the point without dancing around it. Such directness would certainly be feared by human politicians.
It wasn't possible to fluster a Lotian, but Marve still took an extra beat to answer. "As described to me, our visit was to merely be a discussion, to make you aware of the degree of the Guild's interest in the property."
The old man's voidspace eyes and flat features betrayed no emotion as he said: "Any Guildsman could have come, unarmed, for such a discussion. Mr... Marve, is it? As pointless as it would be to enlighten a pair who have the appearance of armed thugs, I feel compelled to explain why our monastery is not for sale."
Though he couldn't see the matte eyeballs move, Turlock was certain their host was looking back and forth at the two of them, scouring their features for reaction. Or maybe that race of his could look at two people at once.
Dammit, whoever it was that said whatever it was about whatever this guy was should have said it earlier in the evening.
"Brother House is built in a special place. The Ley lines of this planet cross in a number of different locations, but this particular spot is the nexus of more lines than any other. You gentlemen do understand what a Ley line is, correct?"
"A most interesting wording to the question, sir, since it implies a belief on our part that matches yours."
Turlock had to smile. It probably was a better idea to let Bug-eyes talk.
"Certainly. You understand, then, our belief of what Ley lines are?"
"Not your particular version, but the most commonly held definition is that they are an alignment of planetary, or extradimensional, forces that bind a world or its chakras together. In a way, a combination of cords binding a package and a cable that conducts electricity to power its contents."
From the purple-sashed man came a smile so unnatural to his face that Turlock could only assume he wore it for his visitors' benefit.
"Enough of that meshes with their true meaning to allow the discussion to continue. When our Order first settled here in Pendshelem, the intent was to set up an ancillary office. But, as construction progressed, we began to feel things. We began to comprehend."
"Comprehend what?" Turlock had asked the question, and though Marve turned to look at his partner, the Lotian didn’t appear upset by the breach of protocol.
"Oh, it talks," said the old man, another smile-parody plastered to his face. "We began to comprehend that this was no mere Ley nexus. It required months of computation based on sketchy satellite data, but we were able to determine that this planet was in fact crisscrossed by only six major lines, looping around its circumference several times."
Marve bobbed back and forth, perhaps in a Lotian nod. "And, I'd gather, the only place where all six lines come together is here."
If it was possible for matte black orbs to twinkle, they did. "Indeed. Cosmic traces are far more difficult to see, even with the combination of several races' command of the visual spectra. Once again, the Order's persistence and heterogeneousness has paid off, and we've discovered that this very spot also sits on the confluence of six of the largest interplanetary Ley lines in the galaxy!"
Turlock held a hand in front of him, turned it this way and that as he looked at it. "Sorry, not feeling anything."
The old man put a hand to his lips. Was he amused? "While the effect was noticeable in our meditations, as well as the output of our creative endeavors, it seems this particular nexus is not a naturally occurring one. There is a purpose emanating from it."
“A dark purpose?”
Turlock wished he'd spent more time around Lotians. Not because he'd taken a liking to Marve, but because he wished he could read the more subtle aspects of his partner's body language and tone of voice.
Their host might have been wishing the same thing. Or maybe not; perhaps that was his race's renowned ability.
"The power isn't dark. It's pure... we have a word for it, but I doubt it has any significance to you and your associate. The closest I could come to a synonym is compliance."
Bug-eyes made another dipping gesture and said: "Neither good, nor evil, but pure, unalloyed adhesion to a principle? A force created with purpose, for purpose."
"So," said the purple-sashed eremite, "once you comprehend that, the question becomes: what is that purpose?"
Turlock wanted to ask if it truly needed a purpose, since it appeared to be some sort of natural phenomenon, but fear of looking like a hayseed kept his mouth shut.
Their host waited a theatric interval before saying: "Confinement."
"Of?"
The old man shook his head and turned toward the carvings in the wall paneling. He reached out and traced one of the myriad designs with his finger. "Unfortunately... every religion has its great mysteries. I cannot think of one that purports to have an answer to all questions; in my view, that is proof enough that all religions have an element of truth to them. Our greatest unknown is what is held in by all of this power."
Marve said: "I suppose the what doesn't matter. Your group's only concerned about its extreme power, and the fact that it must be confined with good reason."
"Precisely."
Turlock couldn't keep quiet. "So, if this much power is here, and all this was going on before you arrived, why set up shop here? If I wanted to find a place to live, the front gate of a prison sounds like a bad spot."
Instead of rebuking his partner, Marve said: "Exactly the question on my mind."
"Two reasons,” said their host. “The first is that we are living in an increasingly secular and technological age. Surely some large corporation, or unscrupulous developer of housing, would see this real estate was in a prime, central location, and build something here."
"Which would be bad?" It was Turlock, and this time Marve did give him a look of admonition.
Their host, after a chortle, said: "Yes. Very bad. While we don't know what is confined, we can sense it. It reaches out from its prison, it calls to those on the outside for assistance. With our facility here, we who are strong enough to ignore the call are the only who hear it."
Marve said: "And the second reason?"
"Although the power flowing through this nexus is immense... it's weakening."
"I'm having difficulty seeing how, if these Ley lines you speak of are so... extensive, that putting a structure of any kind would make a difference."
The old man looked ready to answer the question before Marve had the third word out, but patiently let him finish speaking.
"Natural forces are often massive in scale, yet its artificial counterpart is more... dense, shall we say? Take gravity, for instance. Our planet is roughly twelve thousand kilometers in diameter, correct? And though the gravity it generates is—considering every object that is pinned to its surface—phenomenal, its effect on you or I is smaller than that of a simple suit-mounted G-flux unit."
"That one unit can't come close to a substitute for the total gravity of even an asteroid, but it never needs to,” said Marve. “It just needs to keep its wearer attracted to another object."
Another ersatz smile appeared on the old man’s face. "Precisely. Here, in this very spot, even our insignificant contribution is sufficient."
"How long will your order need to maintain its vigilance?" Turlock asked.
"I wish I knew. Truly."
"It's got something to do with the carvings, doesn't it?"
Marve clicked his mandibles at the human's uncharacteristically perceptive question.
"Yes and no. The true instrument is our minds; the collective mental force of the Brotherhood. The carvings... keep us focused, both in making them and as an instruction manual of sorts." He raised his arm and swept the room, pointing at a spot in the corner, where the ceiling met the intersection of two walls. He fixed Turlock with a gaze and said: "Were you, young man, to begin reading that first panel, it would take you the rest of the day to reach this other corner. But when you did, you'd be capable of contributing… even with your rudimentary brain." He finished the sentence with another of those incompetent, not-quite-human smiles.
"Sorry, I don’t know any—"
He'd followed the man's outstretched arm toward the first carved square in the wood paneling, which he was certain was a fractal pattern of some sort, and the words THE MIND IS had flickered into his vision, like a camouflaged sniper in a ghillie suit stepping out of a thicket, waving, and plunging back into the vegetation.
"—Uh..."
The old man smiled more broadly, a grin filled with too-long teeth, and Turlock wrenched his eyes to the floorboards under his feet.
There were more carvings down there, and words he recognized danced in and out of his vision until he jammed his lids shut and pressed on them with his palm.
He heard Marve say: "I can now see that you'd not be swayed for any amount of money."
"Money?" The man's voice tinkled in the center of Turlock's head. "I'd laugh, if the Guild’s blindness wasn't so tragic. You understand, now, how a concept like money is crass and insignificant in terms of what's at stake here."
"I do understand," said the Lotian, with a streak of tragedy slithering through his words, "not for sale at any price."
The spell that had woven through Turlock’s brain retracted like a Zossan death-spider shooting back into its hole. He looked up to see Marve train his Benfield on the old man.
“Most unfortunate that it comes to this. My instructions were to either obtain a purchase price or to empty this place out.”
The monk’s posture had not changed. As Turlock stupidly unslung his own weapon to support his partner, the man said: “Kill us if you must, but the Brotherhood extends throughout this galaxy. We will be celebrated martyrs and they will rush replacements here before the Guild can enforce their spurious claims.”
“I will still have fulfilled the terms of my contract.”
“So be— Aagh!”
Their host grabbed his temples and buckled to his knees.
<+>
Marve let his Benfield dip as he raised a limb to the side of his own head. “We have to get out of here.”
“Uh… what’s going—”
“Now!” The bug-man backed out of the building through the nearest open archway, and Turlock followed. They emerged into a courtyard filled with intricate, waist-high topiaries. Robed beings of several races lay on the ground, fetal or balled up, hands over their heads.
“What the hell is going on?”
Marve now had two limbs over his earholes, and his Benfield swung from his neck-sling like a gaudy pendant. “Can… you… not hear?”
"Sorry. My species has a crappy audible band." Turlock looked toward the archway that led back into that room, with its riotously carved wood walls, floor, and ceiling, and a wad of apprehension plowed through his gut. His tongue clicked against his palate as he swallowed.
The building shook. The soil under his feet flickered, and a moment after that, dust and dead leaves drifted from its roof to the hedges that ringed it.
Futile as the gesture was, he pointed his rifle at the opening.
From behind came the crunch of gravel as Marve dropped to a knee. His scream sounded like a bag of cans and bottles tossed into a waste-shredder.
The roof of the building peeled back as purple tentacles, the thickness of tree trunks, shot out of the top of it.
Uh… exactly what would I shoot?
The tentacles arched skyward, looped at their apogee, and flowed back toward the ground, impacting with a shuddering roar that was more visceral than audible. Turlock staggered backward, reaching out for his partner, staring at the thing.
His hand contacted an ammo-belt slung over Marve’s shoulder. He gripped it to haul the Lotian up to his feet.
And then the tree-trunk appendages that sprouted from the monks’ hut flexed. Cyclopean thwangs pealed through the air as the tentacles lifted the body they were rooted to from the soil, which trembled under his feet.
“It showed itself to me,” grunted Marve with a pain-wracked hiss, “it’s got an eye, and there are two orbs on either side that it uses to—”
A brain-textured body the size of a Xonthian mining truck emerged from the ground and the Lotian’s words transformed into a screech of pain so high-pitched that Turlock once again felt relief at his puny human capacity for hearing. His partner fell back to the ground, and from outside the compound wall came a population’s worth of screams from the Pendshelemites unfortunate enough to live nearby, screams too intense to be generated by fear alone.
Whatever the thing was, it was gargantuan. Its body rose into the sky, gouts of earth sloughing off its sides and cascading in brown waterfalls, forcing the human to look straight upward.
There’s the eye.
It was a black, moist ellipsoid, tiny in relation to its body but at least a human’s armspan across, recessed into a depression in the hardened carapace of the creature’s underside. Turlock raised his rifle, sighted…
A hundred meter shot, at least.
He adjusted for windage but hesitated when he saw something else.
On either side of the eye was an appendage, dangling like a putrid melon in a ropy bag. As Marve’s tortured screams continued at his feet, he shifted his aim.
His Merton C-100 Assault Rifle (with long range package) bucked into his use-hardened shoulder. A spray of carapace flecks kicked up just to the right of the appendage as the creature’s movement swayed it out of harm’s way, but Turlock, icily calm as he found himself in any battle, kept firing until the fourth one hit.
He didn’t see the damage, but the creature swayed on its tentacles and drew its body higher in the air.
Turlock didn’t see, but sensed the black eyeball scanning the ground, looking for the source of its pain…
His trigger hand flicked up to the Merton’s selector switch, he adjusted his aim, and he let it go full-auto.
Just as the clip neared the end of its feed, the other appendage distorted in a spray of flesh and the sky was torn by a deep-throated howl sufficient to split mountains.
From the ground, Marve moaned in a mixture of relief and ecstasy.
“Oh, crap… We gotta run!”
It wasn’t dying. It was pissed. The thick-corded twanging rang through the air and one of those tree-trunk tentacles raised off the ground. The human hauled his Lotian partner to his feet and they sprinted for the gate of the compound.
<+>
Turlock raised a glass. “To hard luck.”
Marve watched the very human gesture, tilted his head to the side, and eventually said: “Ah… yes.” He lifted a brushed-aluminum cylinder of his own in the direction of his partner before jamming a protuberance at its top into a slit below his ear-hole.
Turlock tossed back the drink as a mechanical hissing came from the Lotian. He winced as the liquid burned down his throat. It bit like the whiskey he’d ordered, but the resemblance stopped there.
“Urf. Shoulda known it was too much to ask. Finding a bar that stocked both Lotian aspirators and decent booze, that is.”
Marve didn’t answer for a few seconds, then let out his breath and leaned forward to rest the elbows of his upper arms on the bar. “I’ve fared better, good sir. Shall I order one for you?”
“I think it’d kill me. Isn’t cyanide the active ingredient?”
The Lotian held the aspirator in front of him, rotated it in his…
K’tiklit, right? That’s what he called ‘em.
“At least the fireworks were impressive to watch… once we got to a safe distance, of course.”
“Yeah,” said Turlock, glad to be talking instead of trying to swallow more of the battery acid they’d put in his glass, “where did those fighter-bombers come from? I thought Pendshelem had no military.”
“Vondrak, to the south. They have mining interests in the Lusian Asteroid Belt to defend. Those were Xonthian, weren’t they?”
“Xonthian ZZ-25 Holy Maulers.” The memory of the large but nimble craft circling the air above the abomination distracted him, and he had another slug of his drink before he remembered how horrible it was. “Murgf. Could you believe how many missiles it took to bring that freakin’ thing down?”
Marve bobbed back and forth as he waved the barkeep over. “I’d like another one. And my friend here…” He swept an arm toward Turlock.
“Oh.” Friend. Sounded a little strange coming from the bug-man, but, yeah, hell, after what they’d been through, he accepted the label. “Uh… you guys got Vodka? And maybe something to dump it in, like a Coke?”
“Shame about Guild headquarters,” said Marve as the mixologist busied himself with their orders.
Turlock thought back to the moment when the kilometer-high monstrosity ate one Vondrak missile too many and fell, with a planet-rending death rattle, onto Pendshelem’s Central Business District. “Yeah… what were the odds? You don’t think that old monk had anything to do with that?”
“In what way?”
“Uh… doesn’t his race have some sort of scary power?”
“The Keminar?” A derisive wheeze escaped Marve’s thorax-vents. “The only thing special about that race are their unreadable eyes and flat expressions. It makes them dangerous at the gaming table, I hear.”
Turlock laughed in spite of himself. “Well, shame about our payment, anyway. And the prospect of future work.”
“Yes,” agreed his friend. There. Friend didn’t sound too bad at all. “But all the destruction will lead to chaos in the streets. A pair of mercenaries looking for a job defending those with coin and intact homes could stay busy. Perhaps even draw decent wages.”
The barkeep set a fresh brushed-aluminum cylinder in front of Marve, and a glass with… mostly clear liquid in front of Turlock. “No Coke,” said the sullen Pendshelemite as he set a can of Barq’s Root Beer in front of him.
“You’d… willingly work with a human? Aren’t we deficient in every way?”
The bug-man held his cylinder up to his partner in an approximation of a toast and said: “Your deficiencies saved my life today. And probably a half-million others.”
Turlock returned the salute with his maybe-vodka and said: “To humans, then. We’re barely sentient, psionically defective, and have crappy attitudes. But we always seem to show up at the right place and time.”
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