
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    In the 4th squad of the 81st Platoon of the 2nd Company, 17th Imperial Space Regiment, was a marine who'd been in service for more than three hundred years. His combat body the same as any other marine: he was three meters tall, and shaped like an enormously strong human male. But he not human; he was a Son of Man. He was a machine, made by machines. His muscle fibers were made of contracting metal. His skin was armor, made of neutronium-embedded nanoweave. It was scarred, nicked, and patched, and had once been regally painted in the colors of his unit: titanium white and cobalt blue, with gold piping the edges of each armor segment. Camouflage as never necessary for a marine. His faceplate was a smooth plate of gold. Beneath it were four eyes: Two mechanical, and two organic. All four of them were sealed behind armored glass. He had no other facial features. He had no mouth. His scent receptors were just slits, and sensors embedded on each side of his head served as audio relays. 
 
      
 
    The marine's name was OVR9K. His peers just called him Watchdren. In their battle language, his machine mind, made of a crystal-lattice neuron simulator, was located in his head. His brain, which they called a cerbo, was located in his chest. The cerbo's name was Samuel W. Korenth. Because of the capabilities of their enemy, all soldiers in the service of the Holy Reach were composed of both a masino and a cerbo; man and machine, united in life and war. 
 
      
 
    Korenth was a new cerbo. The last two had been killed in action. The one before that went insane. There were some others, before that, but Watchdren rarely thought of them. The only cerbo he ever liked was the first one he had. They got along from day one. Together, they had truly been a single entity. They fought together for over two centuries before she finally left him to go live a human life again. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren's cerbo was silent. It was patched into its reality simulator, along with the other brains in the company. Cerbos came from humans. Or, they were human, still, even without their bodies. Watchdren wasn't exactly sure on that point. Regardless, he knew that cerbos needed other cerbos, or they got lonely. And, unlike machine minds, brains couldn't just go into sleep mode and wait for orders. Brains were weak. Humans were weak. Well, most humans were weak. Back when he'd been with his first cerbo, whose name had been Strela, she and he had shared an identity, and a name: Darkstrike. Darkstrike had risen to be a colonel. Darkstrike had many victories. While the other masinos just went into sleep mode, Watchdren often replayed those memories in his mind. All the battles, everything he felt, and Strela's emotions were recorded through his eyes and mind. 
 
      
 
    But, Darkstrike was three or four – maybe five cerbos ago. Watchdren shared the rank of his cerbo: Private. He was clamped into a storage rack along with the other members of his squad. They were in the troop hold of an intra-universe phase ship, which was nicknamed a sub. The troop hold was crammed, bulkhead-to-bulkhead, with marines. But they didn't care. They hung out in sleep mode, while their brains stayed patched into the brain net. They could be in port, they could be in artificial universe, or they could be fleeing for their lives from a sub destroyer. He had no idea. He didn't care about anything on a sub, because the only thing that interested him was destroying the enemy. The only other things that even fired up his mind were memories of the sympatico he had with Strela. That, and sometimes, he found himself looking at the stars. 
 
      
 
    Out of the darkness of sleep mode, he was awoken. Orders flashed into his mind. Their sub had located an enemy ship. It was fighter hive. Why it was sailing without escorts, Watchdren didn't know. He knew they were in deep space, and that the sub was going to take out the enemy's spacefold drive. He knew they would then insert in the top rear launch bay. He knew the layout of the hive's interior, and he knew his mission assignment, which was to gain control of the stern damage control center. 
 
      
 
    He messaged Korenth: "Brain, get out of the sim. We're boarding a ship." 
 
      
 
    "I know," Korenth said. Watchdren felt his cerbo's conscience return to their shared body. He felt Korenth open their organic eyes. He let Korenth move his head around, but all they could see was armored bodies crammed together, and the dim red interior lights of the sub. He felt Korenth's fear. 
 
      
 
    "Don't let the fear get you, brain," Watchdren said. "Just let me do the fighting. I'll keep us alive. I swear it. All I need you to do is to watch and learn, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Roger," Korenth said. "They were just giving us this briefing in net space. I know exactly what to do." 
 
      
 
    "Don't do anything fancy," Watchdren said. "If they knock me out, just stay in cover until I reboot. Don't let the fear get to you." 
 
      
 
    "I know," Korenth said. "Just like the simulations." 
 
      
 
    Damn scumbag brain, Watchdren thought. But, he didn't let Korenth hear his thoughts. It wouldn't be like the simulation, because cerbos are never scared in simulators. But, he figured it was best to say nothing. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren wasn't scared, or nervous. But, this was Korenth's baptism under fire. His first combat action. Statistically, he had a one-in-twenty chance of getting killed. But, if he survived, his chances of surviving the next action were much higher. If he survived ten serious engagements, his chances of surviving his military service went to over one-hundred fifteen to one. Cerbos that survived over a hundred engagements were golden. The only thing that could kill them was the worst luck fate could deliver. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren didn't want his cerbo to get killed. The others had died all the same way. Watchdren had been forced to reboot to avoid being scrambled. When he booted back into consciousness, his cerbo had succumbed to the enemy's telepathy. Or, it had failed in a fight, and been killed. Watchdren just hoped that the platoon leader would give him a safe task so that his cerbo had a chance to learn what fighting was really like. But, he knew, there was no truly safe place when you were raiding a ship in deep space… 
 
      
 
    His desire to see Korenth survive crashed into the reality that his last three cerbos had all been lost before reaching even ten missions. The impossibility of the situation forced him to do something he hadn't done since his name had been Darkstrike. Something Strela had taught him to do. Pray. 
 
      
 
    God, I know you're out there. The programmed me to know this. Strela talked to you all the time. She talked to you for me. But now she's not here. So I will talk to you, and ask that, please, help me keep Korenth alive. Amen. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren felt his fingers flexing on the handgrip of his pike. It was his cerbo doing that, out of nervousness. He let him do that. This was the cerbo's body, too. The pike was three meters long, with blades on each end, like a kayak paddle. The shaft housed a deflector shield that formed a sphere as wide in diameter as the shaft of the pike. Also in the shaft was an inertia thrower. He was armed with a short-barreled blaster holstered on his hip. He didn't expect to use it. Ship work was mostly melee and grenades. A full complement of them was slung around his chest in a bandolier. A small barb on the cheek of his head was used for pulling the pins with one hand. He had welded that onto himself, centuries ago. It'd been Strela's idea. 
 
      
 
    The platoon net came active. He could feel his comrades, instinctively knew their positions, and even sense their thoughts. The veterans who've been paired stood out. They were the ones who were two-in-one, one conscious being, mind, body, and spirit in one metal body. They were the ones who said, 'We,' instead of 'I.' Their names and identities had merged. Watchdren knew what that felt like. He wanted to feel it again. 
 
      
 
    He said to Korenth, "Do you feel them, brain? That's how you and I have to get. We have to stay alive until we become one." 
 
      
 
    "I'll try," Korenth said. "I won't let you down." 
 
      
 
    The ship lurched. The marines shook in their clamps. Then, the troop hold roared with a metal howl, like an oil drum being cut with a circular saw. That was the entry tube cutting through the enemy's hull. 
 
      
 
    The commander yelled over the platoon net: "Fourth squad, you're breaching." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren thought, Why us? Blood! 
 
      
 
    The squad's rack lifted from the ranks, and lined up with the entry tube. They were turned to face the entry, and their clamps slung them forward. The airtight hatch slid open, releasing into the cold vacuum of the troop hold a blast of air and frozen crystals from the interior of the enemy ship. 
 
      
 
    The rack shot them into the enemy ship, like bullets fired from a magazine. As Watchdren flew through the tube, he felt the enemy's psychic communications. He felt these through his cerbo. But, Korenth wasn't even aware of them. He said, "Brain. Korenth - do you heat that noise? Your brain senses it. I only hear them through you." 
 
      
 
    "What?" he said. "That's them? Wow, it is them!" 
 
      
 
    Watchdren flew through the tube. He swung his pike, throwing inertia away from his direction of travel. He landed on the deck, and tossed himself out of the way of the next incoming marine. Watchdren set his digital eyes to night vision. Korenth looked through the organic eyes. The enemy ship was in near darkness, but through the night eyes, even a tiny spark was enough to light up a whole room. They had come in straight down onto the ship's topside. There were no klaxons. Lights were out. They were in the passageway designated Bravo-15. Watchdren wondered why there was no gravity field. The Medusan ships usually pulled three G's. Maybe they felt nullgrav would help them defend the ship? Well, it wouldn't. Not against the marines. 
 
      
 
    The walls were smooth metal. The passageway was four meters wide, up and down. There were bulkheads every twenty meters. The squad followed the plan that had been flashed into their memories, and headed sternward down B-15. Watchdren had been in B-15 many times, on other fighter hives. B-15 was a hundred meters long and used to bridge the crew compartments to the stern fighter batteries. It was lined with access tunnels leading to gun batteries alpha through gamma, two galleys, and it ended in a T that led to the secondary bridge, the stern fighter batteries, and the aft damage control. In every bulkhead, there was an automated defense gun. In the section of passageway they were in now, the entry bore had taken out the gun. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren took cover at the edge of a bulkhead heading stern. The hatch was open. His was the only squad on the ship. He felt his cerbo panicking. He said, "Take it easy." 
 
      
 
    "Why are we staying here?" He asked. "We have to go, to let more marines in." 
 
      
 
    "Just chill," Watchdren said. "We can't just board the ship all in one shot so that they can kill us. We have to let them secure the guillotine hatches, so we can destroy them. If we go into the next bulkhead section, they'll close the hatch behind us, shoot us up, and then open it again for the next guys to get killed." 
 
      
 
    "When will they secure them?" Korenth asked. 
 
      
 
    "When they decided they've lost enough air," Watchdren replied, looking up at the bore tunnel. The hole it made in the bulkhead wasn't exactly airtight. He could see stars through the gap, and the air rushing out, turning to a frozen mist. Stronk air was humid. The gush of escaping air was slowing as the pressure dropped lower and lower. 
 
      
 
    "I can feel them," Korenth said. "I can feel that they're scared. I think I...I see one, down below, trying to get into a pressure suit! An eight-legged pressure suit!" 
 
      
 
    "Don't go into their brains," Watchdren said. "Use your powers defensively, or they'll mess with your mind." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Korenth replied. Just then, the bulkhead shook as the guillotine hatch slammed. Watchdren and the squad leader, Jorech, went into action. They simultaneously brought their pikes down on the guillotine hatch, making two downward strokes that cut straight through the metal. Because the pikes were so well-balanced, their motion didn't throw them out of their place in mid-air. They both crunched, bringing their knees to their foreheads, and holding their pikes across their thighs, as two more marines swung with their pikes, sending blades flying over their head and beneath their feet. Two more cuts appeared in the hatch. The square section flew into the passageway, which had already gone into vacuum. As soon as it was clear, one marine shot into the room, which flashed with intense light as its defense gun opened up. Another marine shot in behind him, and with a flash of his pike, sliced the gun from its overhead mount, destroying it. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren flew into the passageway. The first marine to breach the room was fine - his deflector shield withstood the defense guns assault. Barely. If his squadmate hadn't taken the gun out, another second would have been too much. The squad ripped through the next bulkhead. This one led to a galley. The hatch was sealed. But Korenth could feel them through the bulkhead. He said, "Some are suited up. Some don't have suits. They have some marines in there. They're ready to fight." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren used the hook on his cheek to pull a pin from a grenade. The hatch was cut open. He told Korenth, "The trick here is to let the room depressurize before throwing the grenade in. Otherwise, the pressure gale can throw the grenade back out." 
 
      
 
    The others pulled their pins. Jorech let the spoon of his grenade fly. They counted to three, and simultaneously hurled their grenades into the galley. The ship rocked as walls of gas, hard as steel and impregnated with shrapnel, came blasting out of the galley hatch, and tossed them around in the passageway. Korenth felt the lives of the enemies snuffed out. But he wanted to look through the hatch, out of curiosity. Watchdren obliged him. The walls were painted with viscera. The blood was crimson; the enemy, too, was an oxygen breather. 
 
      
 
    While they had destroyed the galley, first squad had proceeded to the next compartment. Fourth squad moved in, and left B-15 and proceeded into T-5, which was an elevator shaft that led straight down to the middle of the ship to the reaction team barracks. The squad's job was to intercept the reaction team. The rest of the dragoons spread out through the ship. Watchdren hoped that someone had already made it to aft damage control. That's where the ship could be scuttled. 
 
      
 
    Knightren and Doren both had rocket launchers. Watchdren held Knightren's feet, and pushed his upper body into the elevator shaft through the torn-open hatch. There were no cables in shaft; it ran on superconductors. But, it did have emergency brake rails. 
 
      
 
    "See anything?" Watchdren asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not yet," Knightren replied. 
 
      
 
    From Korenth's cerbo, Watchdren felt the rumblings of alien anger. He said, "Brain, where's that coming from?" 
 
      
 
    Korenth paused and listened to the psychic impulses he picked up. He said, "Below us." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren held his tongue – of course it would be coming from below, since they were on the top level of the ship. He asked, "How far down?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure," Korenth replied. 
 
      
 
    Jorech said: "Mission time now five minutes. They should've cracked comms by now. The reaction team should be coming up the shaft any second." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe this ship doesn't have a reaction team," Knightren said. 
 
      
 
    Jorech said, "No. We feel the reaction team below us." He ordered the rest of the squad to spread out through three sections of passageway. Watchdren knew this meant Jorech was counting on a breach entry…He told this to Korenth, and gripped Knightren with such force it felt like the marine's armor was bending. 
 
      
 
    Knightren yelled "Movement in the shaft! Fire in the hole!" 
 
      
 
    He fired the rocket straight down the shaft with a powerful push of compressed air. The shaft flared with fire light as the booster motor kicked in. Just as Watchdren heaved back to pull Knightren out of the shaft, gravity returned. Knightren was pulled down at three G; he suddenly weighed over 2,500 kilos. He went straight down the shaft, pulling Watchdren with him. The shaft loomed before his face, and Watchdren stared straight down at a pit of flaming wreckage. He held Knightren by his ankles. They stopped. Watchdren's pike was lengthwise against the entrance to the shaft. He had been leaning against it just in case the enemy pulled a trick like this, and now, it held him at his waist. He held on to Knightren and waited; he didn't have a great grip on the edges of the elevator shaft with his knees, and he expected his squadmates to pull them back at any second. But, Jorech yelled: "Watchdren-Korenth, Knightren, we can't bunch up in that passageway section! Can you recover yourselves?" 
 
      
 
    They both replied, "Roger!" Watchdren felt Korenth grow excited in him, and felt a movement in his left leg that came from his cerbo. He said, "I got this, kid. Just learn. Don't move us." 
 
      
 
    "Roger!" his brain replied. 
 
      
 
    Ten decks below, burst oxygen lines fed the raging fire in the remains of the elevator. Knightren dropped the spent rocket launcher tube. Three gravities pulled the discarded weapon down with such speed that it didn't even have time to rotate before turning into a dark blur that disappeared into the flames. .He reached up and grabbed Watchdren's wrists. Watchdren asked, "Got it?" He replied, "Easy." Watchdren said, "Letting go in three, two, one." Watchdren let go of Knightren's ankles. The marine's legs dropped down hard, and he climbed up Watchdren's arms and over his back, where he dropped back onto the deck, safe in the passageway. 
 
      
 
    The platoon net was ecstatic. The damage control had been secured. There was no chance for it to be scuttled. The ship was almost under their control. Watchdren grabbed his pike, and the passageway exploded. 
 
      
 
    Though blinded by fire and concussion, he threw his pike wide, to try and catch the edges of the elevator hatch. No luck. He rebounded off the back of the shaft, and threw a hand forward, hoping to catch the bottom of the hatch. But he felt only the slickness of smooth superconductors as he plummeted into the flames. 
 
      
 
    He crashed through the torn-open elevator ceiling, and cratered into the fiery mess. Korenth didn't even know what had happened. They were enveloped and blinded by white-hot flames. His skin sensors showed the inferno raging at almost 2,000 degrees. Oxygen lines, or oxygen bottles, were feeding the flames eating the reaction team's explosives. Watchdren held his pike upright, against his body, and hit the inertia drive. It brought him to the ceiling, where he was stopped by torn metal and cables curled inward. With one hand he fished for the opening, and found it. But, as he tried to pull himself out, torn metal pressed on his shoulder. Watchdren felt his armor turning red-hot, and soft. The heat was soaking into his body. 
 
      
 
    His cerbo screamed: "Get us out of here!" Korenth panicked, and took control of the body. They dropped into the inferno. Watchdren shouted: "No!" He had to fight to regain control of his body. As he felt his armor losing its rigidity, and the heat soaking into him, he figured he had about three seconds left before he was toast. He threw his pike up at the ceiling, cutting blindly. Again, he tried to break through. Success! He rose through the ceiling on his pike. But just as his upper body cleared the rough metal and his head saw over the fingers of flames, the upward movement ceased. The inertia drive was overheated. 
 
      
 
    Korenth screamed, "No!" They fell back into the elevator, and dropped to the floor. Watchdren tried to stand, but, the heat was preventing his muscles from contracting well enough. All he could do was crab across the floor. 
 
      
 
    Korenth screamed: "Watchdren, we're dead! We're dead!" 
 
      
 
    Watchdren swept the deck of the elevator with his foot. Finally, he felt a hole. With his last reserve of strength, he dragged himself and his pike toward it. The rocket's exit hole was even bigger than the entry hole, and the metal mushroomed down and away from the floor. It took almost no effort to slide out of it. They dropped in three-g freefall. Watchdren grabbed his pike, but the inertia drive was still dead. It took only three seconds to fall past fifteen decks. He swung blindly with the pike, struck a bulkhead. He swung behind himself, and his pike caught the edge of a landing. He somersaulted and his blade impaled the bulkhead. His arms were nearly torn from their sockets as his body yanked down from the pike. The pike gave, but for the precious split second it bit, it had broken his inertia. He was able to grab the edge of the next landing with one hand, and come to a stop. 
 
      
 
    The only light in the elevator shaft came from the glow of the flames above them. Burning magma and spall dripped down from it, casting flickering shadows against the hellish red light. Watchdren waited there, hoping he could cool off. He told Korenth, "Never panic." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I did. I'm sorry," Korenth said. "I can't believe you pulled that off! How'd you do it?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm not capable of panic. So for me, it's easy not to lose it." 
 
      
 
    "Right. Man, I wish I had that!" Korenth moved their head, looking around the shaft. He said, "But now, we're separated from the others!" He went to shout out on the platoon net, but, Watchdren blocked him. He ordered: "Don't! No. If you do, the enemy will find us. In a situation like this, we gotta make a visual on our friendlies before saying anything." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren-Korenth held onto the ledge with one hand, waiting for their body to cool off. The red-hot debris and liquid slag fell past them like a lava waterfall. A pile of it lay on the bottom of the elevator shaft, some ten decks below, in a glowing pile. The shaft rumbled as a steel wall of gas flew up it. Grenades were cooking off. But, armored marines were nearly impervious to concussion grenades, anyway. 
 
      
 
    He looked up. The fire was out, but the twisted steel still glowed orange. He tested out the inertia thrower in his pike. It pulled him upward. He let go of the ledge and held the pike to his body. The inertia thrower could only do put out about four G's, and using it prevented it from cooling back down. But they were going up. 
 
      
 
    The light in the shaft brightened. An elevator hatch opened just below them. Watchdren-Korenth glanced down, saw armored bodies with alien limbs clutching short-barreled blasters. As he reached up to grab the hole into the elevator, his deflector shield roared with blue static as it took the shots. The shaft was flooded with purple lightning rays that tried to reach the marine. As he gripped a twisted shard of steel and pulled himself up, the deflector gave away. Rays of purple lightning scalded his armor. He pulled himself up into the elevator, and got to his feet. But, rays tore straight through the deck. It fell away. 
 
      
 
    Gravity hurled him back down the shaft. The purple lightning rays chased him as the enemy tried to lead their target. The elevator shaft was a blur, and Watchdren heard his brain prepare its spirit as it calmly prayed: Forgive me for my sins; I commit my life unto you, Lord. 
 
      
 
    But, Watchdren tucked around his pike, speeding up his spin just enough before striking out with his feet against the shaft bulkhead, and exploding into the open shaft, crashing into a tangled web of long limbs and armored bodies. He stood and pirouetted, clearing the passageway with the double blades of his pike. The air frothed with blood from arterial sprays as severed limbs flew like sticks thrown up in the air. The marine was a blur as he spun like a helicopter blade. Purple lightning struck his faceplate. He lashed out, blind, and felt the familiar impact of his pike cutting through an armored neck. 
 
      
 
    His faceplate was washed with blood. He cleaned it with a wiper that blinked out of a recess in the helmet. He'd decapitated a scorpion-like creature the size of a horse. It was a Stronk. It was the last of his opponents. It fell over, dead. He stood waist-deep in twitching armored corpses as red mist rose from the ocean of blood on the deck. It was blood, boiling and crystallizing in the frigid vacuum. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren said to his brain, "Next time, pray to God when you're hopeless. Not while you can still fight." 
 
      
 
    Korenth was elated as he surveyed the destruction. "Good Lord! How did you do that? That was nothing like a simulation." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren pulled them out of the mess. "When does a simulator simulate landing in the middle of a squad of enemies? Well, anyway, these ones were just technicians and pilots." As he struggled to get back out of the passageway, the elevator shaft hatch slammed in his face. Watchdren cursed. As he prepared to cut his way through, his deflector shield hissed with blue static as it was pelted with attacks. Around him, the purple rays cut into the armored corpses, which burst into steam and flames. Watchdren told Korenth: "We have to attack." 
 
      
 
    But, his body turned before he even willed it to. As he leapt down the hall at the enemy, he realized that Korenth was the one moving him. And as the blades swept through an enemy, he realized, Korenth did that, too! He likes this. And he's not afraid. 
 
      
 
    But, they'd gone far enough. With his deflector almost dead, Watchdren took control of their body. He threw grenades at the cyclic rate. Like a machine gun firing bullets from a belt, he pulled them from his bandolier, pulled the pins, and hurled them at each dark shadow behind a purple bolt. As the passageway exploded in front of him, he drew his blaster, and while holding his pike to the side so that his shooting hand was clear of the radius of the deflector shield, he stood like a statue in the middle of the passageway, and fired at everything until everything lay still. 
 
      
 
    A miasma filled the hallway. With their thermals, they could see a long row of destroyed enemy bodies losing their heat to the vacuum. Korenth came to, as if out of a daydream, and asked. "Did you do that, or did I do it?" 
 
      
 
    "We both did," Watchdren said. "We were one." 
 
      
 
    They took cover behind a bulkhead, and let the deflector recharge. They looked back at the elevator shaft, and thought, Let's get out of here. 
 
      
 
    There was movement from down the passageway. Watchdren had a bad feeling. The Stronk would throw technicians, pilots - whoever they could spare - against raiders in a last ditch effort to protect a ship. But their soldiers and marines were a different story. He said, "We're leaving." 
 
      
 
    They ran for the hatch. Their head hummed with an electric buzz that rose to a shrieking crescendo before blinking into silence. 
 
      
 
    Korenth said, "It's a scrambler!" 
 
      
 
    Watchdren replied: "Korenth, they got my frequency! You'll have to - " 
 
      
 
    The marine collapsed to the deck. 
 
      
 
    Korenth rose to his knees. He called out: "Watchdren?" 
 
      
 
    No reply. 
 
      
 
    Scrambled, he thought. The enemy scramblers had knocked out Watchdren's mind. Or, more accurately, Watchdren had tripped a shutdown before he could be compromised. 
 
      
 
    Korenth stood. The marine's metal body was entirely his. He couldn't remember the last time he felt so alone. He looked down at his armored hands as he gripped his pike, and flexed his muscles under his armor. This was deja vu back to training, when they'd first installed his brain into a prosthetic body. But this wasn't a trainer; this was an armored marine. He surveyed the carnage around him, stood, and looked down the hall. It was filled with light too intense for his digital eyes or his organic eyes. It blinded his thermals, too. The enemy didn't want him to see him coming. He polarized his visor until he could take in the target. It was a meter taller than he was, but had a low-slung body carried on eight stubby legs. A long-nosed head sat on a short neck, and a pair of powerful arms carried a pike. It was armored like a tank, and surrounded by a deflector shield. But, worse than that, Korenth felt its thoughts probing his mind. 
 
      
 
    Medusan, he realized. He stood his ground, found his mental bearing, and harnessed his psychic energies. He shut his mind, and thought: I must protect my , I cannot look them in the eye! He searched the deck for a weapon, and picked up one of the techie's blasters. From enemy weapons training, it wasn't unfamiliar to him. The Stronk had hands that were remarkably human, so the pistol grip, safety, and trigger were all easy to operate. He stood in the shooting position, covering all but his hand with the deflector, and fired at the advancing enemy. Once again, he heard the hum of a scrambler, searching for a machine mind to corrupt. But, Watchdren wasn't back yet. Why wasn't he back? Korenth kept firing. The enemy's deflector shield turned into a blue globe of static, like a shimmering planet of water. Where was Watchdren? Korenth suddenly realized he had to mentally reactive his masino. He had to…But he couldn't. Why couldn't he? It was just a mental trigger – a wish. But something held him back. 
 
      
 
    The enemy was closing on him. Korenth didn't back up all the way. He couldn't back himself into the pile of bodies, because he would have no floor to fight on. He had forgotten about awakening Watchdren. Why? With a pure act of will, he reactivated his partner. He felt him awakening, rebooting. The enemy was on him now, But, Korenth held his pike at the ready, and took a combat stance. He thought, I can do this! 
 
      
 
    He looked up at the enemy's armored horse head. Through clear portal globes, its eyes glowed like emeralds filled with sunlight. Korenth thought, No! Not the eyes. Why did I look at them! 
 
      
 
    But, it was too late. The Medusan had his brain. Korenth fell back, blind. His body jerked like a puppet on a string as the enemy controlled it. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren was almost back to life. He shouted: "Five seconds. I'm almost loaded." 
 
      
 
    Korenth felt a wave of pressure, and heard voices on the platoon net: "We have visual on Watchdren-Korenth. A friggin' Medusan's got him! Nail that bastard!" 
 
      
 
    Korenth felt the alien presence in his mind control his metal body through his brain. He turned off his deflector and held his arms wide as he dropped the pike. He tried to fight it, but he felt like a worm under the boot of a giant. Somehow, he felt no fear. He was calm enough to reflect on what he'd done wrong. And, he realized that the Medusan had controlled him from the first moment their minds made contact. Yet, the control had been so subtle that he thought he had been acting of his own will, until it was too late. 
 
      
 
    His sight returned. The enemy was rearing back. The pike plunged straight for his chest. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren shouted: "Back!" With immense relief, Korenth felt the machine mind take control of the paralyzed body. Watchdren twisted away from the striking weapon, but was knocked to the floor. Without missing step, he snatched up his pike, and popped out the deflector shield. His squadmates had breached the elevator hatch, and fired on the enemy even as he traded pike blows with it. The enemy's deflector dropped, a blaster shot to the head stunned it, and a lucky shot snapped the pike in two. The enemy was wide open. Watchdren struck with all his force, plus the full power of his pike's inertia thrower. The pike struck the chestplate of the enemy's armor at 8,521 meters per second, boring through it, and impaling the enemy's body straight to its tail, destroying everything it met. Watchdren's arm up to the shoulder was inside the enemy's body. He retracted it and his weapon in a geyser of blood. The beast fell over. 
 
      
 
    Faintly, Watchdren thought he heard a voice: I failed. Forgive me. 
 
      
 
    He said, "Korenth, I told you to save your prayers for -" 
 
      
 
    Damage alarms screamed at him. His brain's life support readings were tanked. He looked down at himself. There were three possible locations for a brain housing unit to be installed inside a marine. Left chest module space, right chest module space, or center bottom module space. Watchdren carried power modules in two of those places. He'd carried the brain housing unit in the left chest module. There, his armor had been punctured. A tiny red vapor trail wafted out of the wound, into the cold vacuum, and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    He called, "Korenth…" 
 
      
 
    No reply. His chest felt empty. The presence of the human's mind and spirit had left him. The feeling of complete control over his body was one that he'd become too familiar with. He called out: "Medic!" He flashed the status of his cerbo. But, he knew there was no chance. Brains were never injured. Especially in space. They were just killed. 
 
      
 
    As the fighting continued down the hall, and the cry of frequency scramblers rose and fell, Watchdren knelt on the floor as the medic opened his backplate and tried to retrieve the brain housing unit. His body rocked as the medic tried to free it loose. Finally, he slammed the backplate back down in disgust, and said, "I can't get the brain box out. Not here. The box was impaled, straight through. It's nothing but twisted metal. We'll have to do it on ship. Can you function?" 
 
      
 
    Watchdren's left shoulder and arm strength was still at 80% capacity. He replied, "Affirmative. But, what's the status of my casualty?" He stood, and turned to the medic. He looked just like any other marine, but just had some extra kit. He was also a sergeant. 
 
      
 
    The medic held up his armored fingers, which were covered in steaming slime that boiled and froze in the vacuum. Watchdren realized what it was from. The medic said, "Casualty status is: brain juice. We don't have any other cerbos for you to get killed, so hang back with the rear guard, Watchdren." 
 
      
 
    Despite receiving a direct order, Watchdren somehow stood there for a moment, staring at the medic. Without a cerbo inside him, he didn't have any feelings. But, for some reason, he had to react the same way Darkstrike would have. He leaned into the medic, and said: "Get wrecked, you bloody maggot." 
 
      
 
    The medic jumped back, glancing at the hole in Watchdren's chest, and then looking at the remains on his hands, as if he couldn't believe that the marine said that on his own. But, before he could respond, Watchdren left him, and took up position in the rear of the passageway. Artificial blood from the life support system froze on his chest, and a tendril of vapor drifted up into the merciless cold. He thought, I tried, Korenth. I'm sorry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    He remembered that they were but flesh, a wind that passes and comes not again. 
 
      
 
    - Psalm 78:39 
 
      
 
    Each generation shall bear a year of warriors, who in their eighteenth year shall forever leave their mothers and fathers, and join together in a new family consecrated by combat The Holy Reach shall be their home. Their siblings shall be their comrades-in-arms. Their hearth shall be the battlefield. War will be their spouse. 
 
      
 
    - From the Constitution of the Holy Reach, establishing the doctrine of the generational draft. 
 
      
 
    Their last day of academy training had ended early. Athletics had been cancelled that afternoon due to the weather, so they had gone straight home. It was raining outside, and the bedroom was filled with mugginess and boredom. School had let out hours earlier, and they were supposed to be studying. Chad lay on the woven rug over the hardwood floor and watched how the gray light flooded the room. Next to him lay a notepad, the open page filled with sketches of things he had no interest in drawing, but had been filling his mind that day since the visit to school from the fleet captain, who talked of their impending duties in the service. Rendered on paper in charcoal were all the things of their future: FTL cruisers, teleport arches, and armored suits. But in those things, he saw only pointlessness. They were gone from his mind as soon as they were committed to paper. The window was open, and when a breeze hit, he could feel the warm mist on his face, like the breath of the storm. 
 
      
 
    He turned away from the window. Sarah lay on his bed, but from his vantage point all he could see was one bare leg hanging off the side. A nice bare leg, like a flower stem, with toenails painted like fruit. But it wasn't as if the rest of her was bare. She was still wearing shorts for the sports that had been cancelled at the last minute. So was Chad. He stifled a sigh and looked away. Did she know what she was doing to him, or was she just lying on the bed reading a book? He glanced at the door, which was wide open. As if his parents would allow it to be closed with their neighbor's daughter in his room. 
 
      
 
    He glanced again at the smooth skin. The white skin had just a touch of a tan. It was only late spring, and the uniform of his female classmates included a long skirt; girl's legs rarely saw the sun. They were both seventeen. His head felt heavy, and his breath starting coming in gasps. The rain intensified until only its sound was heard. Sarah, who he'd known since before they could know one another, when they were infants. She'd left their town for two years while her father did a tour at an embassy offworld. For two years her house had been closed up, curtains drawn, but grass and grounds maintained by a bot. Anytime Chad had looked at the house, he felt an emptiness inside that he didn't understand. But since her return, that cold emptiness no longer haunted him. And it slowly dawned on him that the warmth that replaced that emptiness was his love for her. 
 
      
 
    But Sarah had only been his friend. Never had she shown anything more than that, though,, even though, when they had been children, they'd spent their lives together in their yards, in the commons, in the town. But since they had grown up, and especially since she'd returned, they hardly saw one another. She didn't reciprocate Chad’s interest. But Chad didn't realize he hadn't shown her anything more than that, either. It wasn't something he knew how to do. But, was this hanging leg a sign? He touched her calf with his fingertips. She didn't stir. He thought, Yes. She is teasing me! Why else would she not move? He let go and sat up, and touched her leg again, letting his fingers slid up to her knee. He could reach no further. He stood, expecting her to be smiling up at him. 
 
      
 
    But, her eyelids hid her sky-blue eyes. She lay supine with her head surrounded by a halo of her golden hair. Her mouth was wide open, and her stylus, turned off, rested on her chest. 
 
      
 
    Chad stared down at her as she lay in the dim light, taking in every detail of her delicate, elfin form, as he had never done before. He was filled with shame for staring, but he couldn't tear his eyes away; he hypnotized by every curve and fascinating contradiction that made the female body. Finally, his shame crushed him, and he spun away. As he left his room he passed the Radiance Icon mounted next to his door frame. The Icon reminded him of lifelong lessons tempering him against unwarranted passions of the flesh. As he descended the stairs he thought of the way he'd drank in Sarah with his eyes as she lay sleeping and defenseless. His anger at himself grew, and he gave a quick prayer. But instead of addressing God, he thought, Sarah, forgive me… He was not conscious of this. 
 
      
 
    His mother was in the kitchen, cooking. Hear, the mugginess smelled of onions. Her back was to him as she worked on the stove. The stone floor of the ground floor yielded no sounds, but she knew he was there, anyway. She always knew everything that was going on around her. And, she could read him like a book. She wasn't psychic. If Chad thought about it, he'd realize that it was probably a skill she gained after being alive for 211 years. She smiled back at him. She was slim, her auburn hair had only touches of gray. Her body was 38 years old. It was her mind that was so old. Because she was a veteran. And, it suddenly occurred to him that she would read his face, see his blush, see the guilt in his posture, and conclude what happened. He knew she would stay silent, but he didn't care. Instead of returning her gaze, he jogged toward the door. 
 
      
 
    "Chad?" She called. 
 
      
 
    He didn't answer. He ran, barefoot, through the warm rain. Down the stone path that curved into the orchard. He was instantly soaked, and when he'd lost sight of the house, he sat beneath an apple tree, and let the tears roll down his face with the rain, his sobs inaudible beneath the downpour. But they soon passed, and despite the warmth of the rain, he grew cold. He stood and started walking down a row. The garden was in the town square, and down beyond the rows, through the rain, he saw the outlines of the roofs, eaves, and dormers of the houses and estates of his neighborhood. 
 
      
 
    Chad stopped, and held his thin arms to his chest to hold onto some body warmth. Chad was tall, lithe, and fragile, but his stance was ramrod-straight, a posture drilled into him by his parents. But lately, he had started wearing his hair longer than his parents liked, almost touching his shoulders. The blonde locks curled in the moisture. He was pale; pursuing his artwork, he never found time to go outdoors, except for the school's mandatory athletics. His eyes were large and earth-brown, and his face was shaped like an inverted drop of water, wide brow narrowing to a pointy chin. 
 
      
 
    The orchard gardener was clipping the grass around the base of the trees, where the roots made it impossible for the mower to reach. The gardener was an android, but purely a purely functional one, meant only for work, not interfacing with humans. Its countenance was metal. But still, it chose to wear clothes. It wore a wide-brimmed straw hat. Chad, who always had an eye for detail, when he'd been a child had asked his father why it wore a hat. His father had once said it was because it kept the sun and rain out of the bot's eyes. Chad had no interest in machines, and that might have been the only question he ever asked about bots. But as he watched the gardener perform its work, he thought of its metal body. This made him think of his military service. He looked down at his hands, and thought, Soon, I'll be in a metal body, too. Then, he realized, I can't even tell a girl I love her, and I cry over this weakness. Yet, they expect me to be a soldier? How is this possible? 
 
      
 
    But, there was no choice. He was duty-bound. All the graduating students who lived in all the houses around the orchard and the commons were being drafted - no, given the honor - of 'serving the Fatherland.' The jingoism made him ill. He started walking back to the house. It made him think of Sarah lying on his bed, and of her body. Of how the soft skin of her calf felt under his fingertips. She was entering the service, too. Soon, she would leave that flesh behind, and don a metal body, the same as Chad. For the Fatherland. 
 
      
 
    When he got back to the house, there was a dry towel hanging on the door inside the breezeway. Mother, thinking of everything again. He dried off, sighed deeply, and prepared to show a happy face as he entered. The foyer spilled into the kitchen. Warm laughter greeted him. Sarah sat at the table. The sleepiness had not yet left her face, but she was happy. This warmed Chad. Her voice was feminine but husky, and she was always loud. She exclaimed: "What were you doing out there?" 
 
      
 
    Chad glanced at his mother, who didn't look back as she poured steaming water into tea cups. Chad shrugged, grinned, and said, "I wanted to see the orchard in the rain." 
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. "Let me guess: Wet, cold, and gross." 
 
      
 
    Chad ran the towel through his hair, and tossed it in the corner, where the maid stood, still as a stone. It came to life as the towel fell across its head, and silently walked off to the laundry. Chad went to the table and took a chair, and accepted the tea from his mother. He looked at Sarah, and said, "There's plenty to see in the rain. Every nuance of light has its source, and the rain makes its own, in many ways." 
 
      
 
    "Well," Sarah said. "I guess that's your job: To paint those nuances, so that I can see them while staying dry. By the way," she said, picking up something from the seat of the chair next to her. It was Chad's sketchbook. It was turned to the page he'd worked on that afternoon. Her small, thin mouth grinned, and her eyes danced as she said, "Can I keep this? I didn't know you ever drew military stuff. It's so cool! It's like you remembered everything we saw on the presentation today - " 
 
      
 
    "No, no!" Chad said, standing up, and feeling his face blush. "No, Sarah. That's just crap. Those are just doodles. That's not my real work; I was just messing around, and thinking of what we had to watch today." He walked right around the table, and grabbed the sketchbook. But, Sarah didn't let go, so he continued talking. "It's just crap. I hate this stuff." 
 
      
 
    Sarah set her mouth firm and said, "But this fighter is so cool. Can't you just - " 
 
      
 
    Chad's shame switched to anger that he didn't realize was there, building inside of him. "Oh, it's sooo coooool," he said, mocking her. Surprised, she let go of the sketchbook. Chad saw the dismay on her face, and, realizing it was his fault, he grew more upset. But this triggered everything that had pent up inside him that day, and he ranted on: "Yeehah, look, a space fighter. Flies a million klicks per second just to blow something up and kill a bunch of people. For the Fatherland, of course. So exciting! Oh, look, a soldier with a spatial displacement rifle. It can teleport an enemy tank right into the heart of the sun! I bet that'll teach them to be bad guys!" 
 
      
 
    Sarah didn't react. Her face was held firm. Chad realized that his mom was ignoring him, too, doing something at the stove with her back turned to him. Sarah simply said, "Well, I didn't know you feel that way, Chad. But I love the Fatherland, and I want to serve it. You may think those are just doodles, but to me they're works of art. I find them inspiring. I want them. May I have them, please?" 
 
      
 
    Chad was stunned by her calmness. He looked down at the doodles, and tore the page from the book. "I'll be right back," he said. He went to his studio, and sprayed the sketch with a clear polymer spray to preserve the charcoal lines. He used a razor to slice the ragged edge of torn pull tabs from the edge of the paper. He signed it, and brought it back out to the kitchen and handed it to her. 
 
      
 
    Sarah brightened. "To Sarah," she read aloud. But he was disappointed that she didn't read the rest that said, Love, Chad. But, he thought, She placed the page face-up. So she can't be that embarassed by my dedication… 
 
      
 
    Chad reluctantly took his seat. He was calming down. On the rare occasions that he had an outburst, it always seemed like it would be the end of the world. And he was always shocked that other people seemed to think nothing of it. Sarah looked happy again, and his mother hummed as she worked. Sarah said, "If you could get out of serving, would you?" 
 
      
 
    He sighed heavily. "No." 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" 
 
      
 
    "Because everyone in class, and almost everyone in our generation across our Fatherland and the Holy Reach is serving. Do you really think I could say, 'Bye, Sarah, have fun in the war. Maybe I'll see you some century?'" 
 
      
 
    "But, you think the military is stupid?" 
 
      
 
    "No," he said. "War is the epitome of stupid. The culmination of technology, achievement, and strife, all dedicated to the erasure of life. If one-millionth of the efforts used to create FTL drives and completely absurd weapons of terrifying power were used to make peace, we wouldn't have to go to war." 
 
      
 
    "But, it's not our Fatherland that creates war, Chad," Sarah said. "It's the enemy who forces it upon us. The Stronk are relentless." 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "Even a cursory look at a history shows that to be the statement made by all sides in a conflict. So, I can't trust our officials when they make that statement." 
 
      
 
    "So," Sarah asked, her face firm. "You're saying that that our duke, and our Emperor, are liars? The Church lies, too?" 
 
      
 
    Chad paused. He'd never talked about such a subject with her, any of his classsmates, or his mother, before. But did the Holy Reach not guarantee freedom of speech? Still, he didn't know how much he should expose his own suspicions about their world. Chad cleared his throat: "I said that all sides of a conflict claim they are acting on behalf of their own defense, or for their freedom, or for the freedom of the people they're fighting against. This is a constant throughout human history." 
 
      
 
    Sarah said, "But, the Holy Seers, and His Most High, are not human." 
 
      
 
    Chad nodded. "That's correct. They are the Children of Men." The he added, in a whispers, "It means they're machines. What else can they really be?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah looked confused, and all little frightened. Chases mother said, "They're more than machines. They're machines created by machines created by humans, millennia ago. But, they're not human. They don't pretend to be." 
 
      
 
    His mother was leaning back on the counter, watching them, he asked, "Mother, what do you think?" 
 
      
 
    "About?" 
 
      
 
    "This. Stuff. War. Service. Our draft." 
 
      
 
    "Well, first, I think that your master, Laerel, has filled your head with crap." 
 
      
 
    Chad felt like he'd been slapped. Laerel was an artist of rare talent and ability. And, he had taken Chad on when he'd shown his prodigy for painting at age five. The man's work adorned museums, government buildings, and mansions. He was appreciated even by those outside The Holy Reach. Chad had spent countless hours by side at their easels. He'd taught him everything. But, not all their talk had been of technique and style. Chad retorted, "You can't say that! My master is a great man! You would never understand him!" 
 
      
 
    His mother's expression didn't change. "I know you love him and admire him. But, Laerel is what, 60 years old? To me, that makes him a baby. He knows nothing of life. He's not a veteran. He knows nothing of war. Yet, he seems to talk a lot about it." 
 
      
 
    "So?" Chad asked. "At least he talks to me about it. You fought a war for 200 years. So did dad. But you don't say anything about it. Neither does he." 
 
      
 
    "That's true," she said. "That's how you know we were really there." 
 
      
 
    Chad had never considered that. It chilled him as he thought of what it portended for he and Sarah. He asked, "Is it that horrible?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. And, no. It's not something that I wish to bring into our lives here. For me, it's in the past." She cast her eyes down. "I would take your place in service, Chad. If I could. But then again, perhaps...Even if I could, I would not. Your generation was called up. There is nothing I can truly do to protect you. You must do your duty, no matter how that makes me feel. We have to rely on our faith in God to preserve your soul, in this life, and the next." 
 
      
 
    Her posture had slumped. She straightened up, and smiled. "I have no regrets about being called to serve, or serving. The Reach fulfilled all its promises to us. When our unit was disbanded, we returned to our bodies. They gave us this town. I have no wants, my whole life - my human life - still ahead of me. I don't have to work. I have a loving family and an enduring faith in our Heavenly Father. Yes, the war was abominable. But I can say without reservation that the Holy Reach never lied to us, and the Fatherland delivers its promises. That's more than I can say for how the enemy treats its soldiers. A lot more." 
 
      
 
    The kitchen fell silent. The air was filling with the scent of the roast heating up in the oven. From the breezeway, there was a cacophony of laughter as his younger siblings, returning from school, took off their shoes and rain gear before entering the house. He glanced at his mother, who was watching him. He returned his gaze to his cup of tea. 
 
      
 
    "Mrs. Casker?" Sarah asked, her voice uneasy. 
 
      
 
    "Yes?" 
 
      
 
    "About the war. Is our side...right?" 
 
      
 
    Chad looked up. Sarah's question revealed her doubts. This interested him. And, he was eager to hear her reply. Sarah added: "Were we the...good guys?" 
 
      
 
    Chad's siblings, ages four, six, and seven, came running into the kitchen. Screaming, tossing book bags around, asking for snacks. They were told to wait for dinner, and ran out of the kitchen, heading for the playroom. Relative calm returned. 
 
      
 
    Chad's mother said, "There were many times when I had misgivings during my war. But, in the end, I came to realize this: The Divine is embodied in the Holy Reach. Our fight - now, your fight - is nothing less than the righteous light of God illuminating a small part of the universe." She placed a hand on Sarah's shoulder, giving her a warm, maternal smile. 
 
      
 
    Sarah grinned, her reassurance obvious. 
 
      
 
    But, Chad had never heard such words from his mother, or such sincerity in her voice. He felt sick, because either his mother, whose opinions and voice he always held so dear, was actually a person brainwashed beyond relief, or, worse, she was speaking truth, which meant that war was the act of a righteous God...And as he pictured this righteousness in the form of carnage and human waste, his head spun. He said, "Whatever. It doesn't matter now, We've graduated from the academy. We've graduated from school." He took a deep breath. "It's a fait accompli. We're entering the Majestic Service. My personal thoughts on it don't mean anything." 
 
      
 
    Sarah seemed relieved at his statement. "Well, we don't have to enter it right away," she said. "We have our four weeks of ipsum." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, ipsum," Chad said. In the ancient tongue it simply meant 'play.' But to those entering the service it meant 'play time.' It was customary for graduates of the academy, bound to be drafted, to be considered adults, even if they still lived under their parents' roofs. Chad scoffed, and thought, A month of 'fun time' we're supposed to enjoy before leaving our lives behind. And I'm supposed to be grateful for that? 
 
      
 
    Sarah chirped, Chad, why do you look so serious? "After the dance tomorrow night, we can do anything we want!" 
 
      
 
    Chad's mother said, "Just don't do anything stupid." 
 
      
 
    Sarah laughed. "That's exactly what the instructors said!" 
 
      
 
    Chad stated grumpily, "All I'm going to do is paint. Unlike most people, I plan to actually accomplish things during 'play time.'" He pushed his chair out and sat up. "Excuse me," he said, walking off without looking back. He went straight upstairs. He figured the slamming of his door would be signal enough that he wasn't coming back out. As he collapsed on his mattress, he found a straight, golden hair on his pillow. It was Sarah's. He wrapped it around his finger, and pulled his pillow over his eyes to block out the light from the windows. He knew it was futile, but he imagined that the pillow could protect him from an antimatter detonation, and sleep could save him from tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door. Chad said, "Go away." The door cracked open. Sarah's voice whispered, "I forgot my stylus." 
 
      
 
    Chad reached blindly for it, found it on his mattress, and handed it straight out. His face was still covered with the pillow. Sarah pulled it away, and he let her. She looked afraid. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "You," she said. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine," he said. "You know how I am." 
 
      
 
    She sighed. "Am I going to see you tomorrow night? At the dance?" 
 
      
 
    Chad smiled. "Of course." He pulled the pillow back over his face. 
 
      
 
    She said something then that he didn't quite hear, but as he replayed it in his mind, he thought it was: "I liked it when you touched my leg." 
 
      
 
    He whipped the pillow off his face. But she was already closing the door behind her. Chad groaned, and retreated back behind the pillow. 
 
      
 
    When his mother came to get him for dinner, he feigned sleep. And when his father came to get him for vespers, he claimed illness. But he couldn't stay in bed. The phrase from the Book of James was constantly on his mind: But what is life? You are a vapor that appears for a little while, and then disappears. 
 
      
 
    He went down to his studio, and started working. Hours flew like minutes as he poured over the easel. It usually took eighty to a hundred hours for him to complete a half-meter by meter canvass to his liking. In between school, sleep, and academy, he figured he only had the time to complete a few more pieces before he his induction ceremony to the service. 
 
      
 
    His family had gone to bed. The house was amazingly quiet. He relished in the peace and focus it gave his mind. The image he was working on was just one of two girls with parasols walking through the rain while the sun still shone from a low angle. He thought of his master's axiom: "Fine art only exists to inspire wonder and admiration for the beauty of Creation." It was within this wonder that Chad dwelled, meditating on ceaseless beauty with every stroke of his paintbrush. He wished his time at the easel never had to end. But, he was mortal. And tomorrow was Saturday, there would be more painting. He cleaned his brushes. He was hungry, having missed dinner, but he ignored that and went to bed. 
 
      
 
    The next day was Saturday. He was up before everyone else, and out the door carrying his art bag. His town was called Almada, and it had been created for veterans of the 401st Ground Forces Army, a unit with a legacy a thousand years old. Non-veterans lived there, too, composing almost a third of the population. The reason for the Fatherland's military veteran towns was because the duration of space campaigns were of such length that soldiers returning from them had nothing left from their previous lives. All the relations and friends they left behind were long dead. The veterans only had one another. They were their own family. Most chose to stay together, regardless of which world they originated from. 
 
      
 
    There were no ground vehicles in Almada. Everyone traveled on foot. Except for the bicycles, and the occasional horse. The cobble road was still wet with rain, but the sky was clear, and the rising sun made the road gleam as if it was made with gold. Profit labor was forbidden on the weekends, so no one was headed for work. Chad passed ivy-covered walls and wrought-iron fences, past stone houses with flower beds in the windows overflowing with spring colors. It was a fantastic morning to be witness. He regretted that it only took him a few minutes to walk to the station. 
 
      
 
    The station was shaped like a large gazebo, and was made of six stone pillars that supported a gleaming copper dome. He was the only one there. The destination guide looked like a tall, smooth slab of granite. It stood beneath a copper-roofed kiosk. On it, drawn in gold inlay etched into the stone, was the globe of his planet, Eden Prayer. The globe orbited slowly, giving the impression that the stone itself was animated. Chad touched the globe. It was as cool as shaded stone. The image of the planet stopped. He spun it with a finger, and stopped it over his destination, the city of Dramsk. He double-tapped Dramsk, and a map of the city dominated the smooth face of the guide stone. Stations within Dramsk appeared as golden icons. He selected the one in his master's neighborhood, and turned and stepped up onto the station. 
 
      
 
    He stood still. After three seconds, there was a rush of air, and he was standing on the station platform he'd selected, three time zones to the west, and one latitude south. The sunlight was stronger, and came from much higher in the sky. This station was in a park surrounded by tall buildings, between which he caught glimpses of the ocean. He walked briskly from the platform as others walked onto it. He headed for Laerel's building, but his mind was already on smell of coffee and the taste of the sticky buns at the tiny shop on the corner outside the station. The shop was unmanned; only a bot worked behind the counter. His heart sank when he saw that the trays had been liberated of their sticky buns. And it was probably too late in the morning (here) to expect more. But as he served himself some coffee, the bot pulled the last tray from the oven. He snagged one. The food was, of course, free. For all the basics of life, The Fatherland provided. Chad rarely used money. 
 
      
 
    He went outside to the patio chairs, which were abandoned between breakfast and lunch. Only a few crumbs and a couple empty mugs remained. But, the bot would clean those soon. Chad sat down on a wicker chair and ate and drank while people watching. Dramsk was a much more conservative and pious place than Almada; veteran towns were known for religious ambivalence. But here, Chad didn't see a man over 18 wearing anything but white shirts and black trousers. The women, however, were dressed in brilliant arrays of color. But, the hems of skirts and dresses went to ankles and wrists. The maidens were fresh-faced, and wore their locks long. Most of the brides, however, were marked by veils and head coverings. Chad himself was jeans with wide, ragged bottoms, a loose blouse, and leather sandals. He had a coat folded up over his art bag, because he wasn't one to check the weather for where he was porting to. His long hair, too, marked him as an outsider. But Dramsk saw many visitors; no one gave him a second glance. 
 
      
 
    He got up and walked. For a hundred meters through the park, ancient trees closed over him, and sunlight barely filtered down to the path. The city noise, which was hardly anything to begin with, was drowned by nature. Then, the path exited onto a boulevard filled with people. Except for the occasional pedal bike or tricycle, there were no ground vehicles. All transport was conducted in subterranean commercial causeways. Chad regretted the fact that so many people were on the boulevard, because it only allowed him to glance the grand mosaics beneath his feet in tiny patches. However, when he turned into the cul-de-sac that led to Laerel's house, the street was clear. Its mosaic represented a ray of the sun built into the boulevard that it branched from. The street looked like long strip of a solar flare, composed of millions of tiles set in gold inlay. The street was lined with cherry trees, which had already discarded their blossoms. The row houses lining the street stood straight up from this display were ornate, gothic, and colorful. Gargoyles and guardians stood above doors. Open-mouth fish stood as rain spouts. 
 
      
 
    Laerel's house didn't have gargoyles, but a pair of ferocious, serpentine dragons, one on each side of the staircase up to his door. They sat above the handrails, with their faces at street level, fangs bared. Though they looked fierce and unwelcoming to the uninitiated, they were comforting to those the locals, and those that recognized them, as they were guarding the house against evil spirits. The belief behind their purpose had long been forgotten, and now they were merely relics of pagan decoration from long before the Holy Reach. Chad took the steps of Laerel's house two-by-two. The door opened before he could reach for it. One could identify the butler as an android only by the inhumanly perfect symmetry of his passive, middle-aged face, and the unnatural rigidness of his stance. Its name was Bell. The butler was an example of how the rich showed off their wealth in a culture that abhorred such displays: subtle ostentatiousness often approaching the sublime. Bell was an example of something the Fatherland certainly did not provide; how much he cost, Chad could only guess. 
 
      
 
    "Young Master, my Mas -" Bell said. But, Chad didn't give him a second glance, and started for his studio. However, he halted in shock as Bell laid a hand on his shoulder, and gripped with a surprising firmness. Chad looked at the hand. Disgust and shock flashed across his face. The last bot to ever touch him had probably been a nanny, when he was still a toddler. 
 
      
 
    Bell spoke. His voice, always servile and dignified, now held a note of severity. "I extend my deepest apologies for touching your person, Young Master." The bot's face was severe, too. Almost intimidating. For the first time, Chad realized that Bell was not only Laerel's butler, but the protector of his house, too. Bell's face and voice relaxed. He said, "I am sorry. My Master is occupied with a guest, and is not to be disturbed. Might I invite you to please take your rest in the parlor, where we shall provide you with refreshment?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't need anything," Chad said. "I will go to my studio." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, but my Master is in your studio." 
 
      
 
    "No, my studio," Chad said. Sometimes, they both preferred to work alone, and for that reason Chad had his own. "Not the studio or his studio." 
 
      
 
    "My Master and his guest are in your studio," Bell said. "Now, shall we - " 
 
      
 
    He turned Chad toward the parlor. But, the young man slid out of his grip. The bot stood firmly between him and the hallway into the house. It said something, Chad ignored him, stating, "I'll wait outside." 
 
      
 
    It said something else as he grabbed the door handle and yanked on it. However, the door was so heavy, he really had to lean to make it slam. Just when it built up the momentum needed to bang into the doorframe, he let go. However, Bell must have caught the door, because it stopped and latched closed with barely a sound. 
 
      
 
    Chad huffed, and sat on the stoop. His visits to Laerel had never been delayed by a visitor before. Plus, there was the indignity of being told off by a stupid bot. And, who was in his studio? There was the unspoken understanding that it was his space, just as Laerel's studio was his space. There was nothing in Chad's studio that he wanted to share with anyone. In truth, all of his greatest work was actually in Laerel's work, as his main role as apprentice was to prep the canvasses, layer the lighting, and texture the canvass… 
 
      
 
    After he stewed in his anger for half an hour, he decided to leave for home. He stood, and the door behind him opened. It was Laerel. He was tall and thin, with a nose like a ship's rudder. His long, white hair was pulled straight back and tied neatly behind his head with a ribbon. He was not dressed for working. On the contrary, it looked as if he was dressed for a state dinner; he even wore lavender breeches, a white, flowing blouse, and an open coat that matched his breaches, trimmed with green piping and lined with gold buttons. He was beaming. 
 
      
 
    "My boy!" He shouted. "Please, why the face so long? Is sitting in the spring sunshine so horrible? Did Bell brutalize you? You shall cheer up now, your master commands it!" 
 
      
 
    Chad was used to Laerel acting this way, as if drunk. It was his good mood. When he was in a good mood, it was very good. When he was in a bad mood, Chad stayed in his own studio. 
 
      
 
    "Come, faster! There is a reason you were kept waiting, and now you shall know it!" 
 
      
 
    Chad's blues melted as he went inside. Laerel put his hand on his shoulder and swept him through the corridor. "My word, boy. You've grown even just this week! You will top out above my stooping body yet! Now, be on your best behavior. Make your Master's overly inflated pride inflate overly more!" 
 
      
 
    "Be on my -" Chad started. But Laerel swept him to the right, toward the viewing room. It was the large room where the master's works were displayed for buyers and patrons wealthy enough to visit his residence. They halted in front of the open door frame to the viewing room. Facing Chad, on the opposite wall, was a painting he himself had completed, from start to finish. it was his interpretation of the appearance of the Light of Creation. He was so stunned to see it he hardly noticed as Laerel slipped his bag and coat from his shoulder and set it on a chair. Laerel patted Chad's shoulder, indicated for him to remain there. He went into the room, turned to face someone Chad couldn't see from outside the room, and bowed in a manner showing the deepest reverence. "Your Excellency, allow me to humbly present my protege, Young Master Chaselandro Daniel Casker." 
 
      
 
    Chad thought, There must be royalty here, today. Perhaps even the King of Eden Prayer. He steeled himself and walked in, forcing himself not to look at the guest until he took his position to the right side, and slightly behind, his master. He then looked. Standing at the end of the viewing room was an angel. Chad's breath caught. She was as tall as the viewing room windows. Hair was as light and straight as golden sun ladders shining through the rain streamed to her waist. Chad dropped to one knee and and bowed his head. 
 
      
 
    The tone of her voice was that of a girl, light and carefree, but the enunciation was that of a professor. "We are Reniar, a servant of our eternal Lord Jesus Christ, and of the sublime Emperor Maximilian Heinrich Xu. You may call us Your Excellency, or Your Grace. Now, please rise, Chaselandro." 
 
      
 
    It took Chad a moment to do so. He didn't personally know anyone who had ever met an angel, to say nothing of one in the Majestic Service. He was stupefied by the power before him. He looked up. Her body was like the trunk of a birch tree, tall and thin. She had the face of a girl merely approaching womanhood. Her bangs were braided, and tied behind her head, giving the impression of a light, golden crown. Her eyes were blue radiance, like Cherenkov radiation. They hinted at the latent power within her. Her robes were flawless and white, flowing to the floor without spilling onto it. A sword belt was tied at her waist, revealing feminine hips on an otherwise androgynous body. Her shoulders were clad in gleaming silver paldrons, denoting a position in the Majestic Service. The military of the Holy Reach. Light gray wings were folded beneath her back, like a broad cape. Her entire body held its own light, as if she was standing in a beam of sunlight. 
 
      
 
    "Please do rise, Chaselandro," she said. "You've nothing to be afraid of." 
 
      
 
    He glanced at Laerel, who was already standing straight up, smiling knowingly. Chad made it to his feet, and found his voice. "Thank you," Chad said, adding, "Your Excellency. I've never had the honor of meeting your kind." 
 
      
 
    She answered only with a knowing smile, and took a step toward one of Chad's paintings. The movement impressed him with her immense height; he felt like a toddler in the presence of an adult. The flowing of her robes was like an avalanche. He observed her pauldrons, and the sword on her belt, with its long crossguard standing as a reminder of the cross of Christ. She was not human. Chad knew this. She was a Daughter of Man. She was not even created by humans, but by the creations of humans. He didn't know if she could be called a machine, or not. These things were never discussed. 
 
      
 
    Reniar moved to another painting. Chad's head swam. He felt as if he was dreaming. He glanced at Laerel, and wondered how his master was so calm. Didn't he realize the power in this room? Or perhaps he was so aloof in regards to the military that he knew nothing of angels. Reniar could teleport herself anywhere within the Holy Reach. More than that, she could shatter their planet, Eden Prayer, with the wave of her sword, unleashing the power of a supernova. And, she was not in communion with her peers, or even the Emperor. In other words, there existed no network between them. The risk of infiltration by an enemy machine was too high. 
 
      
 
    Reniar turned from the painting, and looked straight ahead, above both of their heads, to the unseen horizon. She said, "Take your leave, Laerel." 
 
      
 
    He bowed, and did so. When his footfalls fell away to silence, Reniar turned her gaze down to Chad, without lowering her countenance. She changed her language from Eden to Batlingvo: the military language of the Holy Reach, which Chad had learned at the academy. She said: "We are the commander of the Delta Legion, carrying the authority for all military affairs in this sector. Including recruitment. We are the sole authority for deferments for draftees." She paused and observed him. Her face broke into a broad smile. "Ah. I can see We have overwhelmed you with our presence. We -" She stopped herself, smiled again, and said, "I - forgive my formality - I rarely deal with those uninitiated to the Majestic Service." 
 
      
 
    Reniar walked over to one of Chad's paintings, and drew her sword in its scabbard from her belt. She pullled up on the hem of her robe, exposing giant feet, huge white ankles, and sat down. Her wings folded across each other behind her back. She lay her scabbard across her knees. Now, her face was almost at Chad's level. She beckoned him toward her by curling her fingers toward her chin. He approached, drinking in the huge face before him. He noticed the very human traces of moisture giving shine to her eyes, and when she spoke, she did so with lips, teeth, and tongue. He'd never seen a bot do that. The most expensive ones imitated human speech, while broadcasting through a voicebox. He noticed the pores of her face, and the way some strands of hair defied her braids, and floated out of place. Reniar was the perfect imitation of the frail, watery, fleshly human body. Was she actually a material projection? As she spoke, her breath passed over him: 
 
      
 
    "Chaselelandro, through the efforts of your master, and the Ministry of Art, our attention has been called to your case." She turned her gaze to one of his works that stood behind him. "And we are in agreement. Your genius is evident. We have decided that you are too valuable for military service." Without looking at him, she said, "You are being deferred." 
 
      
 
    Chad stifled a scoff. "Deferred? I don't have to serve? Er - your Majesty…" 
 
      
 
    "That is correct." She frowned and tilted her head. "This doesn't seem to please you?" 
 
      
 
    But, it suddenly sunk in for him. A deferment… It meant that he would graduate from school and instead of being inducted, he could be an artist, full time. All of his efforts could be directed into the realization of his visions. But while he lived out his dreams, Sarah, and his classmates, would go on without him. Chad hung his head. The Holy Reach had chosen his generation for the draft when he was eight. No other choice had ever been laid before him. He'd never even imagined an alternative to the service. And he suddenly wished that he hadn't been. Reniar was offering him everything he ever wanted. But only now did he realize he could never accept it. Tears welled up, and flowed quickly. He turned from her, ashamed of his reaction. 
 
      
 
    She laid a hand on his shoulder. The long fingers reached down to his chest. Warmth radiated from her touch. "We understand this may be a shock. You will have time to consider and accept." 
 
      
 
    But Chad shook his head. "No, Your Excellency. It's not something I will accept. Thank you, but, it's not possible. I only know this now." 
 
      
 
    "Because of the love of your comrades and classmates," Reniar stated. 
 
      
 
    Chad nodded. By now his face was a mess of tears. Reniar gathered her long sleeve, and daubed Chad's face with it. The fabric felt like cool silk. Shocked, he moved back. But, she shook her head and smiled. "I don't mind. Here." She bundled her sleeve, and pressed it to his face. "Blow." 
 
      
 
    It took him a moment to compose himself enough to obey, but, he did. She gave his face a final swipe. Then, she laughed at his expression. "You think We've never seen tears before? We've commanded the Legion for a thousand years. If it were only so that we have seen no worse than human tears." She sighed. "So you will not accept due to the love of your peers. It is a shame you attended the academies, and weren't educated by tutors so that you might have dedicated more time to developing your genius. We understand your talents were identified at a very young age." 
 
      
 
    Chad nodded. "My parents felt it was healthier for me to grow up with my peers. Instead of being isolated. And, besides, I was drafted…My fate was determined." 
 
      
 
    "But surely you have encountered your own isolation, Chaselandro. Your artist's sensitivity makes you vulnerable and unique. I can only imagine that your classmates found you to be odd. Do you really have such compassion for those who don't understand you?" 
 
      
 
    Chad blushed as he thought of the ridicule and bullying he'd once experienced, before he'd learned how to assimiliate, imitate, and play along. He said, "For those things I forgave them. They are not like me. They don't understand me. But, I understand them. And, they are my friends." He then thought of his friend Varen, and of Sarah. He said, "And, there are some...who do understand me." 
 
      
 
    Reniar hummed. "Sometimes, We don't appreciate the logic behind the generational draft. You have reminded us of it. Your schooling has had the intended effect of bonding you with your peers. A bond greater than the fear of death." She smiled knowingly. Chad expected this visit to be over. But, she said: "Still, We are surprised. Your master has expressed your mutual disdain of war and all its elements." 
 
      
 
    "Of course I abhor war, your Excellency," he said. "I see no reason for conflict." 
 
      
 
    "We do," she said. "Though We were created to wage it, We understand its horror and waste. We have waged war for the Holy Reach and the Greater Glory of God for centuries now. And since we Daughters of Man do not possess immortal souls as you humans do, we will wage it until our Finality." She said that last word sweetly, as if savoring the idea of her termination. She said, "Would you like to know why war is waged, Chaselandro? Would that ease your conscious?" 
 
      
 
    "It's because our enemy will not relent." 
 
      
 
    "No," she said. "We mean, the deeper reasons for war. Why it exists at all. But, that is something We cannot do. Because We don't know. But I can tell you why you should not wage it. Because that's my job. I am a weapon; I deal death. You - and all artists - are weapons of life; you deal creation. Both of these things are needed in this mortal realm." 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "But art can be used both for the benefit of society, or the spread of degeneracy. Warfare can be used to liberate and protect, or to assault and enslave. So, your Excellency, it is deeper than that." 
 
      
 
    She smiled. "You are brave. You are also correct. But, there is something else to consider. Perhaps We should not say this. We know your master wanted to inform you. But, We are an admirer of your work. It was called to our attention because We were already admirers of Laerel. Holy Reach has already decided to commission you. This is the reason We are here. The Reach asks you to serve her as an artist rather than a soldier. Would you not answer her call?" 
 
      
 
    The prospect of a commission from the Holy Reach was enticing. Of course, everyone in the Fatherland had all of their basic needs met. Work was unnecessary for life. But, work brought fulfillment, and creature comforts. A commission from the Holy Reach would bring him comfort, style, and position in society. 
 
      
 
    Still, Chad was unmoved. The twinge of a frown pulled at the corners of Reniar's face. "And on the other hand, there are things to consider as well. If you go to war, you could be lost forever. And you will have to encounter things that no civilian in the fatherland or motherland of a planet has ever seen before. If you serve in a combat zone outside the Holy Reach, and have the luck of surviving, such abominations you will witness that they will haunt you forever. Here in your fatherland, people are free from disease, poverty, hunger, and crime. Only outside the Reach do these things occur. But the protection of our society comes at a horrible cost." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, your Excellency," Chad said. "But if I remain behind while my generation goes to war, I'll have to experience lifelong guilt, even if no one shames me for my deferment." 
 
      
 
    But inwardly he thought, And if I stay behind, I'll grow old and die long before Sarah even comes back from the campaigns. If I am deferred, I will never see her again… He didn't think he'd feel particularly guilty for remaining behind. But this, he couldn't live with. And yet, he thought it too ridiculous to explain to Reniar. 
 
      
 
    But, she seemed to accept his explanation. Her friendly expression was washed away by the martial stoicism she held when he first saw her. "Well, you have until your arrival at Mars Hill to accept your deferment. Once you've been sworn into the Majestic Service, you cannot reverse your decision." She rose to standing in one graceful motion, and attached her scabbard to her belt. Her back was straight, her face level with the horizon, and her eyes cast down on him. "If I am to ever see you again, Chaselandro, you will be my soldier. This offer of a deferment will have no impact on how We use you." 
 
      
 
    "I understand, Excellency. Thank You." 
 
      
 
    "Pray on your decision. We trust God to guide you." 
 
      
 
    With that, she vanished without a sound. Chad had never seen an instant teleport before. He could barely believe what he'd just seen. He walked through the space she'd just occupied, just to make sure she was really gone. 
 
      
 
    Still stunned, he walked out of the viewing room. He found Laerel pacing in the parlor. His master looked past Chad. "Has Her Excellency departed?" 
 
      
 
    Chad nodded. Laerel clasped his hands together and shook them in joy. "So you have heard? You don't have to go to war, my boy! You've been deferred!" He called out: "Bell! Champagne! The best! Er - it's already in the chiller!" He turned back to Chad, and swept him toward a chair. "Sit, my boy. My son, my protege! How shall we celebrate this news? But there is even more to celebrate, my boy!" 
 
      
 
    Bell arrived with the champagne, and as he tried to pour, Laerel took the bottle and poured for him, letting the bubbles flow out over the tops of the flute. He held up his flute in a toast. Chad followed suit. Laerel could barely contain himself as he said, "Here's to God's mercy, sparing you from war. And for the benevolence of our lords; you will no longer be my student, but an artist commissioned by the Holy Reach itself!" 
 
      
 
    Chad nodded as he sat down. "Yeah. She told me." He took a sip of the champagne, and was shocked by the contrast of bitter and sweet. He prepared to tell Laerel his decision to ignore the deferral, but his master continued without a pause. "I wasn't commissioned by anyone until I was close to forty. And it was only a year before I took you on that the H.R. took me on!" 
 
      
 
    He rattled on, obviously assuming that Chad had accepted the deferment. But within a few minutes, the champagne had gone to his head. He felt the enormity of his accomplishment, and was stunned by the honor given to him. And then, Laerel produced a purple velvet bag tied with a cord. It was no bigger than a child's fist, but Chad was shocked by its weight when he accepted it. He asked, "What is this?" 
 
      
 
    "Look for yourself," Laerel said. Chad set down his flute, and opened the bag. Gold gleamed at him. He poured the bag out into his lap, and stared at two dozen golden Royals. Each of the one-ounce coins coins were faced with the radiance icon and cross on one side, and the impression of the archangel Gabriel on the other. The edges were serrated. 
 
      
 
    "That's half your commission for a year's work," Laerel said. "It will set you up on the city for well over a year. Longer, if you just want to continue working here." He sat back and sighed with relief. "It wasn't easy to get the attention of the Majestic Service," he said. "But, I was able to pull a few strings." He rolled his eyes. "To think I was about to lose you just because they chose your generation for the draft!" 
 
      
 
    Chad had never seen Laerel so happy. Not even after his meeting with the King of Eden Prayer. He had to tell him. He looked down at the gold, and thought, Do I? Maybe I don't have to, because I'm not going to be drafted after all… 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, and simply said, "Thank you for all you did, master." 
 
      
 
    "What I would not do for you, Chaselandro, my son." 
 
      
 
    It occurred to Chad that he'd never called him that before. 
 
      
 
    Laerel said, "Shall we telephone your parents now? Or would you like to tell them yourself? I imagine this should also go to the newspapers -" 
 
      
 
    "No, it's Okay," Chad said. "I - I'll take care of that." 
 
      
 
    "As you wish. Well, I suppose we should go out and celebrate?" 
 
      
 
    Chad shook his head. "No, master. I would actually like to work today. I feel inspired. And time is short." 
 
      
 
    Laerel smiled knowingly. "From now on you shall no longer call me master. I have taught you everything I know." 
 
      
 
    Chad looked into the man's long, pale face, seeing all the long lines, the pale blue eyes with the yellow tinting the edges of the corneas. The love he had for him was overwhelming. He blushed, and lowered his face. "Master is the only term with which I'll ever address you. Because you taught me everything I know." 
 
      
 
    A time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war, and a time for peace. 
 
      
 
    Ecclesiastes 3:8 
 
      
 
    Chad got home after supper was finished. He ate leftovers, and went in the living room to join his family in vespers. Since it was Saturday night, there was also family worship. Mother, Chad, and his three siblings sang hymns as their father played his six-string guitar. The sun had set, and the house was illuminated only by the afterglow coming through the windows. Chad sang well. But even as he watched his little sisters and his brother dancing, and felt the joy in the air, he didn't share in its spirit. As soon as the clock rang seven, he stood straight up, even though it seemed like everyone else wanted to do another song. He waved his siblings off as they chased after him, and went straight to his studio. 
 
      
 
    His hands were still stained from his work earlier in the day. He smeared oil paint on his palate and started painting light. The rhythm of life in the house beyond the walls of his studio told him his siblings had been washed and tucked into bed. He heard his mother wrap up the kitchen. Heard her talking on the phone, and heard her retire. The light outside the windows went from dark to steel gray as the first moon rose, strong and full. The day had been warm. His studio windows were open. The smell of lilac blossoms was strong on the dewy night air. At last, he'd had enough. He cleaned his brushes and tools and sat back in his chair, aching with fatigue. The wall clock told him it was just past midnight. From the corner of his eye, he saw his studio door crack open. He was startled. His parents never disturbed him while he worked, unless they were forced to make him respond to a schedule. But he could sleep in on Sunday morning… As the person who had opened the door stayed in the darkness of the hallway, he felt his heart leap. But he was used to this post-work flightiness - he often became so focused on work that things he'd normally not think twice about could seriously unnerve him. Figuring the door had opened by a breeze, he got up, shut the window, and turned to see a girl in a flowing ball gown standing in the doorway, staring at him. He nearly screamed. It was Sarah. He took a deep breath of relief, and then hissed: "What are you doing here? Do you know what time it is? My parents will rage if they -" 
 
      
 
    She silenced him by putting a finger up to her lips. She entered the studio, and then paused and looked at his canvas, before turning her gaze back up to him. The dress left her shoulders bare, and it went to the floor, but a drawn sash revealed the thinness of her waist and the swell of her hips. Her hair had been done, but exertion had brought it down, sweat had given it curl, and it was only kept under control by a ribbon tied behind her head. Her cheeks were blush with exertion. Chad said, "The dance…" 
 
      
 
    She pouted. "You weren't there," she said. "You promised you would be to me, and, I waited…" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," he said. "The dance. Well, time enough for dancing later." He took her by the shoulder and turned her to the door, certain that one of his parents would be standing there waiting for them. Sarah grabbed his forearm with both hands, and pulled it down, drawing him to her. She pressed against him, and he smelled her sweat rising up on the her body's warmth. Her eyes were large with tears, and he realized that her pout was real as her chin quivered and the corners of her mouth turned down. She said, "You promised…" 
 
      
 
    He had promised. The realization hit him hard. Everywhere he turned, he met with failure. He just shook his head. "I'm sorry." He tried to pull away, but she yanked him back. She suddenly closed her eyes, and raised up on her tiptoes with her lips slightly parted. Their lips met, and Chad's mind swam. He fell back and leaned against the doorframe to remain upright. "Sarah!" he blurted. He stepped away, but she clung on. He didn't try to shake her, though he knew he should have. He told himself that it was better to keep her quiet than to make a scene. They went up the stairs, past the doors that led to sleeping children, and into his room. With the door closed, the kissed again. Lips on lips, tongues on lips, breath mixing with breath. After a forever, Chad stepped away again. He whispered, "We can't do this…" 
 
      
 
    She answered by undoing her sash, and slipping from her gown. She stepped into him, and they fell back onto his bed. She held his face in his hands as they lay together, and moved it down her body. "Grab me," she said. "I want to feel your touch. Soon, we won't touch. Soon, we won't have bodies. Before that happens, I give you my body. I love you, Chaselandro." 
 
      
 
    He said, "I never knew that. But, I love you, Sarah. I always have." 
 
      
 
    The moonlight illuminated her grin. She pulled him to her. They were awkward. They were louder than they wanted to be. But Chad didn't care. His joy blockaded shame or responsibility. He didn't even think that those might come later. Neither did she. All he heard in his mind was her voice saying: "I love you." And one thought repeated in his mind, chasing him into sleep. Only love makes sense. 
 
      
 
    But when he awoke to the sound of his mother wrapping on his door, love no longer made much sense. Because it felt like he'd only been asleep a moment instead of hours, he wasn't startled to find Sarah sharing his bed. The mattress wasn't made for two bodies, so they had never parted. 
 
      
 
    "Chad, come on - final warning," his mother called. 
 
      
 
    He felt relief; she didn't know about Sarah. But then, he felt ashamed - not of what they had done, but if his instinct to hide it. He called out, "Okay, Ma." 
 
      
 
    Sarah turned to him. They lay with their brows touching. He grabbed the small of her back and nestled into her soft warmth. He'd fallen asleep with only a sheet on, and had grown chilly. Her eyes filled his vision, so close they were blurred. He felt her smile against his lips, and he said, "You know what this means." 
 
      
 
    "I can just hide in here until you leave for church?" she asked. "My parents aren't home tonight. No one will miss me." 
 
      
 
    "No," he said. "What we did last night. It means, we don't have to hide anything. It means we're married in the eyes of God." 
 
      
 
    He felt her smile broaden. He laughed with happiness. "Does that make you happy?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Chad," she said. "More than anything! But, my father. Your parents -" 
 
      
 
    "They'll understand," he said. "We just have to get out of here first." 
 
      
 
    "Where?" she asked. "How?" 
 
      
 
    Chad suddenly remembered his commission. Enough money to sustain him in style for a year. It would surely be enough to sustain both of them for a few weeks. He said, "We're going. We're going to find a priest, then, we're going on our honeymoon." 
 
      
 
    "What?" she asked. "How? Where?" 
 
      
 
    "Just get dressed," he said, daring to let his voice raise to a normal level. As she rose from the bed, the sight of her pale body and golden hair filled him with joy. He took her by the hand, and pulled her down for a kiss. He said, "You're my bride, now. Forever. And I never even knew you wanted to be." 
 
      
 
    She, too, let her voice rise as she laughed. She dressed herself. "Chad, it's because your head is hardly in the real world. You see things no one else sees, but you miss things, too." 
 
      
 
    He started to speak, but was interrupted by a stern knock on the door. Sarah had just stepped into her dress, which was pooled up on the floor. She shut up with it, and dropped to the bed. Chad pulled a blanket over himself, and said, "Who is it?" 
 
      
 
    "It's Dad. Who's in there?" 
 
      
 
    Chad's guts churned. He steeled himself, and said, "My wife and I. You can open the door." 
 
      
 
    He did. He stood there. Chad's mother joined his side. Sarah blushed hard, but didn't drop her gaze. "Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Casker…" 
 
      
 
    His father said, "Seventeen years of training, and the two of you can't even hold out against the lust of flesh on your first night of ipsum?" 
 
      
 
    Chad grabbed his mattress to keep from standing up. "It's not lust, dad. We're in love." 
 
      
 
    His father sneered. "You don't even know the difference, boy." 
 
      
 
    Chad's mother looked up at her husband, and grabbed his arm as he entered the room. Chad stood, using the sheets to cover himself. He said, "I'm no longer a boy. You can keep those insults to yourself." 
 
      
 
    "So you think disgracing my neighbor's daughter makes you a man? That just shows what a child you are!" 
 
      
 
    Chad's head swam. Sarah stood, holding her unfastened gown to her body, and said, "I wasn't disgraced. I came here because I wanted to." 
 
      
 
    The senior Chad put his hands on his hips as he observed her. He looked at Chad, and his eyes dropped to the sheet he covered himself with. He pulled out one of the folds, and observed the smears of dried blood. He looked at Sarah and said, "Well, at least my firstborn didn't marry a whore." 
 
      
 
    Sarah gasped. Chad's mother shouted, "Mihael!" And Chad attacked, throwing punches and kicks. Mihael put up his arms and crouched, but backed away to the door as Chad's fists found only his father's elbows and forearms. Chad was still shouting curses through the closed door as Sarah pulled him away from it. 
 
      
 
    He didn't come to until he'd sat on his bed, breathing hard, for a few minutes. Sarah sat there, rubbing his back. The house was silent. Finally, he said, "Alright. I'm Okay." He shook as he said, "I'll never forgive him for what he said to you." 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. "It's Okay. He'll get over it." She chuckled. "Now I see who you get your passion from." 
 
      
 
    They dressed. Sarah said, "I should get some things." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it," he said. "We'll buy you some clothes. I'll buy everything we need." 
 
      
 
    "Chad, how?" 
 
      
 
    "Look," he said, producing the bag, and spilling the coins on the mattress. Sarah's eyes went wide at the sight of the gold gleaming in the sunlight. He swept them up again, and tossed them into his artist's bag. "Come on." 
 
      
 
    They left. Chad's father was nowhere to be seen. His mother was comforting the children, who had been in tears from overhearing the fight between their eldest brother and their father. They were the only ones at the portal. The whole world spun before them on the travel kiosk. Chad put his fingers on it, and dragged the map over to the Mindas, a tropical archipelago of 20,000 islands, on the other side of the world. He looked at Sarah, and she nodded. 
 
      
 
    They entered the portal and stood still as they embraced one another. In a flash, they were on the Mindas main portal. It was made of white marble columns on which fragrant rose vines grew. Before them were palm trees, and before that, a white beach laying in front of turquoise waters. They got off the portal. Behind them was a village of snow-white buildings built into the hillside. The blue-and-gold dome of the Mindas cathedral dominated the summit of the hill. It was late in the afternoon. Church was long over. But the priests would still be found within the Cathedral. 
 
      
 
    Chad looked down at Sarah. "Let's go make it official. No matter where we go, we'll get in trouble if we're together, but unmarried." 
 
      
 
    "Will they marry us?" she asked. "Without our parents' consent…" 
 
      
 
    "We're of age. Once we declare what we have done, they will have to. It's the law." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," she said. "But, only if you kiss me first." 
 
      
 
    He did so. Hand-in-hand, they made their way up the narrow, cobblestone streets. She in her dancing gown, he in his jeans. They felt like balls of sweat before a hundred meters. They were fit, but the humid tropical air swamped their lungs. The tanned locals paused and stared as they walked by. They both were starting to get sunburns by the time they entered the cool refuge of the cathedral. 
 
      
 
    There, the bishop had time to see them and consider their marriage request. He had to verify their ages and identities, for purposes of the law. On the desk in his study was a crystal ball held up by three golden dragon statuettes that twisted together in a tripod. It was an authenticator, a direct portal to the administrative controllers of the Holy Reach. When he asked them to use it, they blanched. They had no idea what would happen. 
 
      
 
    The bishop cleared his throat and said, "Chad, place your hand on the ball, state your name and identification number. Sarah, you do the same. Then, both of you say, "We wish to be married." 
 
      
 
    Chad and Sarah glanced at one another. Chad took her hand, and leaned toward the crystal ball and touched it. He spoke. So did Sarah. Then, they both placed their hands on the ball, and said, "We wish to be married." 
 
      
 
    After a moment of silence, the ball glowed green. A female voice said, "The Holy Reach finds no objections to this proposal. May God Bless your lifelong union." 
 
      
 
    They looked at one another. The bishop gestured for them to take seats in front of his desk as he too, sat down. "Why," he asked, "Is it that you wish to be married? It's clear from your appearance and dress that you ran away together from somewhere in a hurry. Children, did you flee your families after lying with one another?" 
 
      
 
    Both of them blushed. Sarah spoke first: "Yes," she said. 
 
      
 
    "And the only way to rectify what I did," Chad said, "Is for us to marry." 
 
      
 
    "Would you not marry her otherwise?" 
 
      
 
    "I would," Chad said. "Over and over." 
 
      
 
    "And you?" He looked at Sarah. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, your grace." 
 
      
 
    "Then," the bishop said, "We should marry you. But, we must allow your parents and family to attend the ceremony." 
 
      
 
    Chad and Sarah glanced at one another. Chad said, "We're on our ipsum before induction to the Majestic Service." He then realized, I've decided. I'm not electing to be deferred. 
 
      
 
    "Ah," the bishop said, glancing down. 
 
      
 
    "So, you see...We don't have much time." 
 
      
 
    The bishop looked up and stared at them. "How long do you have left in your free time?" 
 
      
 
    "Just under four weeks," Sarah said. 
 
      
 
    The bishop replied: "Well, if that's your case, then I agree to marry you now But, only on the condition that you return to your families in two weeks time." He sighed. "In my experience, that's about how long it takes for them to forgive and forget. I take it that you do not have wedding rings?" 
 
      
 
    They did not. It hadn't even occurred to them. But, the bishop said, "The Fatherland provides such things. One time only, of course. And, gold only, I'm afraid." With a sigh of exertion, he produced a large black box from beneath his desk, and placed it on the desk. He dusted it off, and gestured to an opening. "Master Casker," place your left hand in there. 
 
      
 
    Chad did so. It felt like he was putting his hand into a cool, steel gauntlet. There was a flash of heat, and then something warm and heavy was on his ring finger. He retrieved his hand, and found that it had gained a gold wedding band. 
 
      
 
    "Take it off," the bishop said. "Pretend you haven't worn it yet. Now you, young lady." 
 
      
 
    Chad removed the ring, remarking at how well it had been sized to his finger. Written on the inside was his name, and Sarah's name, written in cursive, along with the date. The machine must have not only read his biosignature, but received authorization from the state to print the wedding band. 
 
      
 
    The ceremony was conducted at the pulpit as the orange sunset roared through the stained glass walls, filing the cathedral with fiery rainbow lights. The only attendees were the ones who had come to pray in the solace of the church, those who silently lit candles to remember their lost loves, and some swallows who had infiltrated the church and made a nest high above; they swooped and warbled as the bishops words knocked between the stone pillars. 
 
      
 
    As Chad stared into Sarah's eyes as they repeated the vows the bishop spoke to them, he thought, Whatever hardships lie in our future, this moment justifies them all. I would walk through the fire of a thousand suns for her. 
 
      
 
    When they sealed their union with rings and a kiss, they bishop escorted them to an inn on the island that was open even on Sunday evenings. But, because of the time lag from their port, they couldn't fall asleep, not even after midnight. They left the inn, and went to the beach. It was clad in starlight. They stripped, and entered the warm, calm, tropical waters. They came to rest against one another, neck deep in the water. Above them, the band of the Milky Way was a wild blue streak of a billion billion suns. The water was so still it reflected the astral sky. It felt like they were in already in deep space, a million light years from home, with only each other to hold onto. Their heartbeats made the stars dance as the water rippled. 
 
      
 
    Sarah kissed him, and said, "I will never forget this moment." 
 
      
 
    Chad hugged her to him. He tried to commit every sensation to memory. He felt her spine beneath her skin, felt her lips on his, tasted the salt water on his tongue, felt her eyebrows touching his, and the warmth of her body. He breathed deep of the ocean air, knowing that soon breath would be a memory. Taste would be a memory. Flesh would be a memory. But, he vowed that this love would not be memory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    "Watch and pray, so that you will not fall into temptation. For the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak." 
 
      
 
    - Matthew 26:41 
 
      
 
    For the purposes of combat, the frail human body been obsolete for centuries. But, the human mind is essential for any hope of victory. Because of its immunity to cyberattacks (scrambling), its unending creativity, and its psionic abilities, the human mind remains the deadliest weapon in the Majestic Service. The mind also possesses the human spirit,with its will to live 
 
      
 
    - "The Necessity of the Human Mind," from Methods of Modern Warfare in the Holy Reach 
 
      
 
    "It is only through our interface with the human mind that the Children of Men witness Faith, Hope, and Love. It is only through interface with the human mind that we experience the Eternal. It is only through our service to our creator, Man, that we can honor the Divine Creator of both man and machine." 
 
      
 
    - From "Destiny of the Children of Men," by Prophetex, 3,214 AD 
 
      
 
    The night before they marched out of town, their class attended a uniform mess night celebration. Wine was served, and most of the class was euphoric. Sarah was happy. She wanted to fight. She wanted to embark on this final step that they'd been preparing for for over half their lives. Chad merely sat in his chair the entire night. Out of consideration for him, she sat with him. The words his father had said haunted him with their accuracy: "I shouldn't have gotten angry, Chad. I'm sorry; forgive me. But, I guess I love you too much to not let my emotions get in the way. I didn't want you to sleep with anyone, or marry anyone, because you don't want those attachments when you go into the service. You can't miss what you never had. But though I love you, I have to let you learn the hard way. Like I did." 
 
      
 
    Laerel hadn't been so kind. His final words were: "You will never make it as a soldier." 
 
      
 
    Of course, Laerel was against him joining. But, because Laerel knew him so well, and because he'd never had anything harsh to say about him, the statement haunted Chad. 
 
      
 
    Chad's classmates were used to his sullenness. No one encouraged him to join in the dance. But, Sarah didn't bother to dance with anyone else, though it was something she loved. There were fifty two males and fifty three female in their class. The dance floor was filled with them. Two violins and a banjo formed the band at the end of the hall. They had been hall dancing for well over an hour at this point. This would be going on well after midnight. They would sleep in the school barracks, and assemble and march out of town in the morning. 
 
      
 
    On the dance floor, men and women lined up across from one another, and danced, turned, and stepped left, right, exchanged partners. They were all ecstatic. Like Chad and Sarah, half of them were married. How many were just sleeping with one another, no one could tell. Rumors flew on who was sleeping with who. It seemed most of the quick marriages were done out of guilt and shock. But, no one held them accountable. Because they were let loose from the community, It felt like the class of 3981 was above the law. The fin-de-cycle atmosphere of their graduation still filled the air. But, Chad was sick of it. Even if he was never going to see his family again, he was sick of the endless get-togethers and family reunions and goodbyes. People weren't meant to be unproductive monkeys. 
 
      
 
    He quaffed his wine, and reached for a flagon to recharge his glass. He'd developed a taste for drink on their free time. He eyed his classmates, and, for the first time in years, resented them. Most of these people are going to die in a pointless war, but they're brainwashed into being happy about it. 
 
      
 
    But there was no one here he could say that to. Then, he thought, Why am I so much better? I was handed a way out of this, but I tossed that away for sex. He glanced at Sarah, and felt a flash of guilt. But wasn't it truth, in part? If they parted, he would forget her, and find someone new. Or would I? Certainly, Laerel had many women. But, were they his lovers? They seemed more like bored rich ladies who were thrilled by his fame, gaiety, and endless flattery. 
 
      
 
    Sarah cleared her throat. "Chad," she said. "Honey, why are you so glum?" She smiled her broad smile. "I know you don't like it, but, won't you take me to the dance floor?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't mind if you go dance," he said. "Go for it." 
 
      
 
    She perched herself on the table before him. "But, I don't want to dance without you." 
 
      
 
    "What does it matter? We rotate partners on every call." 
 
      
 
    She frowned. "It would give the wrong impression of you and me." 
 
      
 
    He suddenly hated that phrase: You and me. He took her left hand in his, and looked at their rings. They seemed like links in a chain, binding him to her. He suddenly didn't want her, but there was no way to shake her, either. His head swam with the wine, but, he drank anyway. As he chugged, she pulled the glass from his face. Wine spilled down his chin and onto his uniform. He shouted, "Hey!" 
 
      
 
    She slammed the half-filled glass onto the table. To his shock, she screwed up her face and shouted "Hey!" Right back at him. She swiped his face with a napkin. "You're disgracing yourself. Is that your intent?" 
 
      
 
    He looked at the glass. "No." She relaxed, and he reached for the glass, and laughed as he said: "I'm aiming more for defilement." 
 
      
 
    She groaned in exasperation, and grabbed his wrist. Because of her seat on the table, she had leverage on his outstretched arm, and she slammed the cup to the table. Wine spilled all over his hand. She shouted, "Chad, stop being a child!" 
 
      
 
    Her mouth was pursed, and her eyes narrow as she stared at him, pinning his wrist to the table by leaning on it. She glanced around to see if anyone was paying attention. Chad laughed."Wifey, are you angry, or something? You look so cute sitting there on the table. I hope they give you a cute hard body when we're processed." 
 
      
 
    She sighed and slumped. "Can't you take this seriously…" she pleaded. 
 
      
 
    "What? The part about becoming a cyborg to serve the state? Screw that." 
 
      
 
    "No," she said. "And, yes. Can't you take our situation seriously? You don't in our humanity's cause. You don't believe in the Medusan War. You don't have any will to serve the Fatherland." She picked up a table napkin, and wiped the wine from his hand. She held it in her lap with both hands. "What do you believe in?" 
 
      
 
    "Love," he said. "The rest are lies." 
 
      
 
    She flinched. "What about God?" 
 
      
 
    "God is love. And yes, I believe. Not in the way you do. But you know I do." 
 
      
 
    "Don't you believe that God will see us through this?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Our souls belong to God and eternity," he replied. "What happens to our body and minds is inconsequential." 
 
      
 
    "So, it's all up to God?" She asked. "Is that why you don't care about tactics, and all our academy lessons? That attitude will just get you killed!" 
 
      
 
    "Tactics?" he asked. "You mean, like how to stay quiet on a patrol, how to setup a defensive perimeter, which weapons we should use to open up an ambush, and what a green star cluster flare means during an attack? That sort of crap? What's the sound of an anti-matter ray, how long does it take for a personal deflector shield to recharge to full capacity, and blah, blah, blah…" He looked up at her. She was angry has he mocked everything she took seriously. "Sweety, maybe you haven't considered the fact that all of our academy knowledge will only be useful if we actually get into certain, limited fights. But we're fighting a war in which we can launch supernova bombs, turn suns into black holes, and erase matter with antimatter guns. We lose more troops in transport through space than we do in fights. The chances that we'll ever use our academy training, or survive our first few battles, are almost zero. So, excuse me if I'm a little fatalistic about our odds." 
 
      
 
    He picked the glass back up, and she let him drink. "Well," she said. "I'm not going to die. I'm going to survive, and come back to my body." She rested a hand on her stomach. "I'm carrying your child." 
 
      
 
    She observed him as this sank in. Chad didn't want to give in to this surprise. He didn't want her trump card to change his mood. But he also knew it was no use; it was like she just an ultimate weapon peculiar to her gender, against which he had no defense. He couldn't resist a smile. But then, he remembered their fate. "What," he asked, "will happen? To your body. And the child. I mean -" 
 
      
 
    "Our bodies will be in cryo," she said. "It will have no effect on the fetus." 
 
      
 
    He felt his heart sink. "And, if you die…" 
 
      
 
    "If we die, our bodies are used by the Fatherland," she said. "They're donated to someone who needs a new body. And whoever accepts my body will know about the child within it. They will accept the pregnancy, and bear the child." 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath. "Woman, if you're trying to change my attitude…" He looked up at her. "It's working." 
 
      
 
    She smiled sweetly, and slid off the table. She walked away as he sat there. But then she was behind him. She leaned into him, and he felt her lips move against his ear as she whispered: "I will always believe in you." 
 
      
 
    She disappeared to the dance floor. Chad sat there, letting the news of his fatherhood sink in. He stood, and sought fresh air. The night air was cool and moist. The sky was steely and bright with the light of the full first moon. The road curved down the hill, and the lights of the sleeping town lay before him. He was full of energy, and drunk. He had the sudden urge to go back home, to his studio, and do some work. Ambition filled him for the first time in weeks. But as he approached the road, someone sitting off to the side stirred. It was a policeman. 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me, young sir," the policeman said. "Can I help you?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm," Chad said, "I'm gonna go back home." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," the officer replied. "You cannot leave these premises tonight." 
 
      
 
    He noticed the officer was armed. Off to the side was a patrol vehicle, parked and quiet. Another officer approached. Chad felt indignant. "I can do what I want." 
 
      
 
    "You're in the Majestic Service, young man." 
 
      
 
    "I'm on ipsum," he replied. 
 
      
 
    The officer shook his head, and used a derisive tone: "Not anymore. You're marching out tomorrow morning. Now, don't make a scene." 
 
      
 
    The end to his freedom, and the officer's sneer, sparked something within Chad. It took him a second to realize it was hatred. Hatred for this system, for this fate, for his own choice to accept it, and hatred for ipsum, for having to feel grateful to the Holy Reach for this free time that only bound him tighter to its will by entangling his fate inextricably from the fate of his peers, his wife and lover, and now, his child. This hatred was embodied in the officer standing before him. His expression must have alerted the officer, he stepped back and put a hand on his baton. 
 
      
 
    Chad grinned. "I'm going down that road, and if you try to stop me, I'll destroy your entire maggotty police force." He lunged at the officer. 
 
      
 
    The next thing he knew, he was back in the dance hall, being restrained by his classmates, even as they cheered him on. His lip was fat and bloody, and his ribs sang with dull pain. Once he was subdued, Sarah swooped in, and cleaned his face with a table napkin and water from a pitcher. 
 
      
 
    "That was a bad idea," she said. "What were you thinking?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, what are they gonna do to me?" he asked. "Send me off to fight the Medusans? Big deal." 
 
      
 
    The band struck up a familiar tune. People were clapping in unison. The hall was hot and sweaty. The tune was 'turntable.' Chad looked at Sarah, and felt love drunk, not caring about anything. "Come on," he said, getting up. "We will dance." 
 
      
 
    "About time," she replied. They went hand-in-hand to the end of a long line, with men on one side, and women on the other. They faced off. Bows and curtseys. Then begin. Left hand to left hand, quarter turn, quarter turn. Stomp, turn, stomp, turn, Then, promenade her, taking her hand in one hand and her waist in another, glide on past one another, watching each others eyes. Turn, and face a new partner. A new girl or boy. 
 
      
 
    Chad faced Paris von Soon, and found her inkspot eyes, set into a waif's pale face bracketed by long dark hair that was heavy with sweat. As he promenaded her he felt the lightness of her frame, and as they glided by one another he looked into those eyes and saw his own. He well knew the feel of her waist and the airy way she moved. She was the valedictorian. She was the academy superstar. She was sure of the righteousness of their cause and fight. She spoke with authority with only a whisper, and it seemed like she left no footprints when she walked. Chad felt he should hate her. But it was impossible, because whether she was the product of the system or not, in her own way, she was a perfect being. Too beautiful to hate, and too humble to resent. 
 
      
 
    He was dancing next to Varen Rudyard, his best friend. They had very little in common, except for a shared view of the universe as being too absurd to be truly bothered by the things that men said about it. Because of this, they understood one another on a deep level. Varen was small and wiry and an expert in anything he tried. But, the only thing he liked to do was mountain climbing, reading, and dreaming. 
 
      
 
    He changed partners, and took the hand of Erin Soreni. She was the same height as Chad, but heavier, and stronger. She was a muscle fanatic. But despite her hard, masculine body, she moved delicately. She was the class clown. Only her peers and instructors knew of her muscles; society would never approve of a girl built up like a man. If she'd never gone to the academy she would have never learned about muscle building. It became some kind of drug for her. And she never grew tired of arm wrestling boys, and bragging about it when she won. 
 
      
 
    He took a spot next to Doug Chambers. He always tried to be the best, but the only way he beat Paris was in how fast he could run, and how many pushups he could do. Doug was tall, with long, powerful limbs, and large hands. His mouth and eyes were small within a freckled face. He'd been Chad's tormentor since they'd started school. He'd bullied, teased, and goaded Chad into fights for years. Until finally, Chad learned how to overcome his sensitivities, and not to feed Doug and his buddies with attention. It was Varen who had taught him this. And after he learned it, they left him alone. Doug was ambitious. Doug wanted to fight - and win. The only people he noticed these days were the other who felt the same way. To Doug, people like Chad and Varen were invisible. Did Chad forgive him for how he had been treated by Doug? It didn't matter; they existed in the same class, but on two different world. 
 
      
 
    The turntable dance fell into the rhythm Chad loved, where the faces he knew so well changed and moved with such ease that it seemed he was in constant communion with the girls of his class by the gaze of their eyes and that brief, escorting touch on their waists. The song ended when he came face-to-face with Sarah again. The dance changed to one in which boys danced with boys and girls danced with girls, then they paired off into quartets of two girls and two boys. Chad wasn't the best dancer by far, but every step and turn was built into his muscles from countless dance nights. The feeling of being together was exhilerating. No one wanted it to end. But, the band couldn't play forever. And when the music stopped, everyone was so exhausted they barely said goodbyes before heading for the barracks. 
 
      
 
    They had no chaperones, no academy instructors. They all had rooms assigned to them, but no one paid attention to that, it seemed, as they paired off. Varen and Chad were assigned to the same room, but Sarah came in with Chad. The door opened behind them, and Paris slipped in. She merely winked at Chad and Sarah, and embraced Varen, standing up on her toes for a kiss. 
 
      
 
    Chad fell into bed, and Sarah fell next to him. Paris and Varen slipped into bed together. As Chad closed his eyes and started passing out, he wondered if he'd really seen what he just saw. His last thought was, Those two, together? That makes absolutely no sense at all. But, what does? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    "Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell." 
 
      
 
    Jesus Christ. Matthew 10:28 
 
      
 
    They assembled in the morning after breakfast, and marched through the town with eyes forward and eager. In their minds, they were already gone. There was a band. It was a celebration. The families and friends that lined the streets were prepared for this day. They were proud of this day. Only children too young to understand why they would never see their older brothers and sisters cried. Their parents, and the others, had done their crying in secret, and would continue it in the dark. 
 
      
 
    The families and townspeople followed the draftees to the port, where they stood in formation. ascended to the platform by squad, and disappeared, never to be seen by their loved ones again. 
 
      
 
    The port was instant, but in that instant space transposed with the space above a secure, one-way transporter 3,215 light years away. They were offworld, out of the Fatherland of Eden Prayer, to the crimson embrace of Mars Hill. There was no gazebo above the platform. It had ramps on all sides. The planet pulled on them with 1.2 G's. The air was thin. The light was dull amber, and the sky was swallowed by a red giant sun. The planet only had a few million more years to live before it would be fried by the expanding star. 
 
      
 
    Chad's squad was the last one. From the slight vantage point on the transporter, he could see they were on some kind of tarmac. There were other transporters - at least a dozen that he could see, stretched to the short horizon. There were thousands and thousands of draftees arriving, and forming up in queues. 
 
      
 
    A metal voice rang out in the air: "Evacuate the port, form up with your class platoon. Now!" They marched off the platform and joined the class platoon in formation. Just those few steps left them all panting for breath in the thin air. Ahead of them stood a citadel of metal buildings in an ugly sprawl. Though it was midday, lights burned from the windows, and streetlights illuminated the tarmac. Chad felt disgusted; the scene was completely relieved of all the beauty he'd seen in every other piece of the Holy Reach. 
 
      
 
    The metal voice rang out at them again: "Eyes forward!" The class faced the building. The voice's body appeared. It was an SI: a standard issue soldier. 1.8 meters tall, built like a strong, fit man, and identical in every way to millions of others of its kind. Its countenance was firm and static, like a mask. The features were flat, the nose just a trace, but, it was a unique, masculine human face. Its two eyes were organic, but colorless in the dull red light. It wore a uniform and boots. 
 
      
 
    He moved to the front of the platoon, and addressed them: "Welcome, newbs, to the Imperial meat plant. It's my delightful duty to babysit you shakers until we scoop out your brains and freeze your corpses, which will hopefully only take a couple hours." 
 
      
 
    He paused and observed them. The organic eyes looked large and wet in the dull light. "Oh, I don't see any shakers here, huh? No one's scared? You're all brave little cadets? I know you've been playing the fool during ipsum, but now reality strikes back hard. Go ahead - break down. Cling to your lover. Cry." 
 
      
 
    The harsh words made Chad feel sick. Facing the nightmare ahead of him, he wanted to give in. But, he expected this degradation. They experienced it as cadets, but here, it would be much worse. 
 
      
 
    The soldier said: "Not breaking down, huh? Fine - makes my job easier." 
 
      
 
    Paris stood in the guide position of the platoon. The sergeant addressed her in whispers. She turned her head back, and shouted: "Class Platoon Alpha 1211, sound off!" 
 
      
 
    They sounded off, one by one, shouting out their platoon numbers. Paris recognized each voice and number. When the last person sounded off, she reported that they were all present and accounted for. He gave handed her something, and whispered instructions. Paris ordered them to open ranks, and then ordered them to hold out there left hand, palm down. 
 
      
 
    As Chad did this, he noticed another platoon filing off the transporter. It too had its own SI that started yelling at them the same way Mustaf had done. Chad thought, So, these threats are meaningless. Just intended to shake us up. All I have to do is play dumb and move along. 
 
      
 
    Paris was going down the ranks, pausing at each person. A girl screamed from the new platoon. She called out for someone, and then two bodies ran back through the ranks, back onto the teleporter. But, they didn't vanish. SIs grabbed them, tore them apart, and threw them to the ground with such force they bounced. An SI embraced them, and the three of them vanished. It must possess its own porting module. 
 
      
 
    "Eyes forward, Chad," Paris said. He was still standing with his left hand held out. She wrote their platoon number in black marker on the back of his hand, and pushed it down to his side. 
 
      
 
    SIs were swarming the platoon next to them, shouting at each cadet, trying to find more shakers. For a moment, Chad wondered if that couple had been sent back home. But, that was stupid. The only way you went back home was through death, or the end of your service. No doubt the runners were just going to be assigned to something stupid and boring. 
 
      
 
    Paris returned to her guide spot and reported to Mustaf. He stood to the left of the platoon, and ordered them to attention. Then, they were marched forward across the tarmac, toward the 'meat plant.' 
 
      
 
    The meat plant had doors as far to the left and right as Chad could see. Into them, queues of draftees were fed, like snakes sliding into holes. His heart pounded as his platoon went from four ranks to one, and queued up in front of a closed, steel door. Written on it in faded, scratched paint was a Bible verse written in calligraphy: 
 
      
 
    Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth; and let thy heart cheer thee in the days of thy youth, and walk in the ways of thine heart, and in the sight of thine eyes: but know thou, that for all these things God will bring thee into judgment. 
 
      
 
    The feeling of oppression and doom that held Chad as he read that made him lament how he'd spent his ipsum. Below that verse, there were more words. It was written in black marker in imitation of the calligraphy of the Bible verse: 
 
      
 
    Welcome, the Unwanted 
 
      
 
    to this Underworld you 
 
      
 
    were sent by 
 
      
 
    the Ungrateful 
 
      
 
    for the Undeserving 
 
      
 
    without Understanding. 
 
      
 
    Chad thought, What is this place? Why would someone write that? Was it some kind of sick joke? 
 
      
 
    The door slid up, like a guillotine. The SI sergeant marched them into a bright corridor that was barely wider than their shoulders. When the entire platoon was in, single file, he shouted at them to face left. They did. He ordered them to each stand before a monitor. The line shuffled as each cadet took a place before a glass screen. Beneath the monitor was a dark bin. They were ordered to place their right hands on their monitor. 
 
      
 
    Chad did so. The monitor came to life. His classmates disappeared as opaque walls appeared to his left and right. He could only see their outlines; he was isolated. He thought, Those are energy walls. So, that's it - we're alone. Each of us. 
 
      
 
    The monitor came to life. The 3D animation of a woman's face stared at him. A bot mind. There was no need to confirm who he was; the biometric scanners took care of that. A chart read out his identification and genetic lineage, which spelled out 18 generations before trailing off the screen. The woman told him: "Cadet Chaselandro Daniel Casker. We will now begin your processing into the Majestic Service. At the sound of the tone, you have one minute to remove all your clothing, jewelry, and belongings, and place them in the no-entropy bin beneath the monitor. Your possessions will be returned to you upon your discharge from the Service. Your discharge date is September 12th, 4,081 AD." 
 
      
 
    My discharge, he thought. In a century. Even though many of those years he would spend in suspended animation, or most of those decades would be eaten by relativity as he traveled, he still couldn't conceive of it. 
 
      
 
    The tone sounded. The screen had a counter. He stripped with quick motions and threw his things into the bin. The last thing to go were his shoes. He stood naked. The woman bot him: "Your wedding ring, too." 
 
      
 
    Chad blushed as he removed the ring. He saw the inscription on the inside, and clenched his jaw as he thought of Sarah. He tossed the ring in the bin. He looked left, and saw through the partition the dark profile of a hulking female form. It was Soreni. To his right, he knew, was Varen. Chad's heart pounded. The counter finished. The bin retracted into the wall and disappeared behind a hatch. The bot ordered him to wait. There was a muted scream from down the hall. Chad thought it was a girl, but didn't recognize the voice. The scream fell quiet. After untold minutes, the bot told him to place his forearm into a hole that opened, so that he could receive a shot. He did. As he felt the hole tighten around his forearm, and felt something warm numb his arm, he saw his comrades to the left and right doing the same thing. The grip released. His breathing slowed. His eyelids grew heavy. The bot told him to stand with his back against the wall, and he obeyed. Obeyed. Obey, he thought. Follow. Be mindless. 
 
      
 
    It felt like the room was turning. Gravity pinned him to the wall, and he realized the room was turning. The wall came alive with mechanical arms. Chad didn't care. He felt warm and sleepy. A dream jerked his body, but, his body was held down with the strength of steel bindings. He forced his eyes open. He was upright, and clamped in some kind of rack. A body was in front of him, its back to him. It too was dressed in metal bindings. They were moving on a line. Then, Chad's eyelids fell. He felt nothing more, until a stab of cold entered his arm, and spread through his body. It felt like his veins were being filled with ice water. He couldn't move, and could barely think. He wasn't frightened; he wanted to experience it. He faded out, but one last thing woke him for a second: the last beat of his heart. After that, a stillness at the core of his being. It was a quiet he never knew existed. 
 
      
 
    The quiet was broken by the whisper of a distant buzz saw. But only for a moment. 
 
      
 
    When he awoke, he was lying naked on top of a made bed. He was in what looked to be a hotel room. One wall was made of glass, and looked out on the ocean. He sat up, in shock, and ran his hands from his toes to the top of his head. He felt fresh and new, as if he's just woken up from a nap after showering. His wedding band was back on his finger. 
 
      
 
    He thought, If this is real, and not a dream…It means that I survived induction. I'm in a simulated reality. My brain is separated from my body, and my body is in cryo…I've become a cerbo… 
 
      
 
    He heard a male voice shout: "Good morning, cadets." He looked for a speaker in the room before realizing the voice was in his head. The voice continued: "This is your dear, sweet Sergeant Mustaf congratulating you on not being casualties of the meat plant. Now, you all have five filthy minutes to get dressed and figure out how to make it to the classroom before I warp you hear in whatever clothes you manage to cover your asses with." 
 
      
 
    Chad sprang from the bed. There was no dresser, only a closet. He opened it to find his uniform, underwear, socks, and shoes, all folded and hanging. He dressed in the laundered uniform, and went for the door of his bedroom. As he reached for it he passed a mirror. He stopped, and looked at himself. He was normal. He ran his hand through his hair, and rubbed his eyes, and looked again. He touched the mirror, and saw a ring of condensation form on it around his fingertip. He pulled his finger away, and noticed the fingerprint on the pristine glass. He thought, This has to be real...but it can't be…It's the net... 
 
      
 
    Mustaf called out: "Two minute warning." 
 
      
 
    He opened the door. It led to a long hallway. He was in a barracks; a barracks more like a hotel, but one the same. His classmates were emerging from their rooms, wearing uniforms and stunned expressions. Sarah called, "Chad!" 
 
      
 
    He turned as she ran right into him. It felt like he hadn't seen her in a hundred years. He grasped her shoulders and kissed her. He stroked her cheeks, and asked, "Is it really you?" 
 
      
 
    She nodded as her eyes welled with tears of relief. "I knew this would be real," she said. "But not this real." 
 
      
 
    A dozen other reunions were taking place up and down the hall. They were all interrupted as Mustaf called: "One minute…" 
 
      
 
    Someone shouted, "Classroom's at the end of the hall." 
 
      
 
    Chad and Sarah ran there with the others, and filed in, taking seats. Standing at the head of the class was a uniformed sergeant not much older than they were. On second glance, he was actually their age: eighteen. But he had an aspect of maturity, and his eyes saw straight through all of them. He ordered Von Soon to account for the platoon. She ordered them to count off, which they did, and reported back to him: "All present, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    "Good," Mustaf said. "Now, you obviously didn't know that Haven would be this realistic, did you? Look around you. Light, gravity, dust in the sunbeams. Your clothing even has its own smell. If you don't take a shower, you'll start to stink. Yes, the net is realistic - right down to microbes and bacteria. You do not have bodies right now. You have human 'forms.' But, your forms are as real as your bodies. Because we are human, we must retain the experience of being human. 
 
      
 
    "But," he added. "I hold the keys to this kingdom." He waved at the floor, and a section disappeared into blackness. He waved at the ceiling, and it disappeared, showing blue sky and clouds. A sea breeze rolled over the class. "I'm a superuser. I'm your instructor. So I control reality." The classroom returned to normal. "And I control you. You, Rudyard. Stand up." 
 
      
 
    Varen stood as ordered. "Now," Mustaf said. "Try to take a step." 
 
      
 
    Varen looked down, and said, "My legs won't move." 
 
      
 
    The class snickered and giggled. Mustaf glared at them: "Did he say something funny? All of you, try to stand up." 
 
      
 
    The obeyed. No one could move. Mustaf said, "This is a training tool for me. This will save us time. And you might think that five years of training and ninety-five years of service is more than enough time for us to train at a leisurely pace. But, I assure you, it is not. Combat with the Medusans is not an afternoon nap on the porch. Modern warfare cannot be taught in a day. It can barely be taught in five. I've been in combat for almost eighty years, and I'm still learning things." 
 
      
 
    He released them. "Questions?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    Someone raised their hand. He nodded at them, and they asked: "Are you human?" 
 
      
 
    "I am human," he said. "Here's a little about me. I was born and raised in the Motherland of Joyheart. I was inducted eighty years back, four draft generations ago. I have seen the Medusans and served in the dragoons. And, it's my hope that I can prep you newbs with some of the things I've learned. However, all the trainers that will work under me are masinos. They are Children of Men who have seen many centuries of combat. 
 
      
 
    "Now, it may surprise you to hear that I'm pretty easy going. This isn't a war movie. I'm not some screaming ape who's going to 'make you all into soldiers to save the universe whether you like it or not.' You have all been trained in the academy to behave like soldiers and act in a unit. You all know what's expected of you. I am here to teach you the motivated. But, I have my own ways of motivating you when necessary. Don't make me resort to them. Dealing with slackers and skaters makes me very ugly." He looked around the room. "Any questions?" 
 
      
 
    "Where are we?" 
 
      
 
    "The MSSR. The Majestic Service Simulated Reality," he said. "In soldier slang, it's called 'Haven. You have all been inducted. Everyone in here, including me, is now a cerbo. A human brain in the MS.'" 
 
      
 
    "No, I mean-" 
 
      
 
    "Where are your cerbos?" he asked. "Where are they, in reality?" He pointed at the wall behind him, and it became a screen. It showed a large metal rack that held dozens of bright orange cases that looked like large shoeboxes. There were at least a hundred of them. 
 
      
 
    "This is you," he said. "I know you know this, but it's always a bit hard for newbs to accept. Those are your brain cases. That's where you're stored, right now. That's actually an image of this class." He pointed to a case on the lower left, and said, "This case holds the brain of Private Van Cref." He pointed to another. "This case is housing the mind of Private Doug Chambers. This entire class is housed on a rack five meters wide by five meters tall. Your brains are in perfect health. They are being fed oxygen, nutrients…hormones…organic chemicals...Your sensory inputs are wired to a universal data feed that is plugged into this simulated reality." 
 
      
 
    Faces in the class grew pale. Many were looking down at their desks. Mustaf scanned his class, and said, "Eyes forward. You knew this day was coming. Things have changed for you. But – you – are – alive. As long as your brain is alive, your spirit is tied to this physical realm, and you are alive. Do you understand? When you make it through your service commitment, you will be returned to your bodies. It'll feel like you never left. This is not extraordinary. This is a routine medical procedure that all soldiers of the MS undergo, and have undergone, for almost a thousand years now." 
 
      
 
    The image behind him disappeared. In the instructor's hands appeared one of the bright orange brain cases. It was marked with stenciled numbers and letters, and read: 'Mustaf, M.J., 93811885.' 
 
      
 
    Mustaf held it in his hands and said, "This is a model of my own brain case, which is currently loaded into my SI body. But, my cerbo isn't on the class rack – I'm networked in from my combat body, which is in a Mars Hill barracks." He hoisted the brain case for all to see. "Technically, this hardware is called the M16BHU - Mark 16 Brain Housing Unit. It's been standard issue for well over six hundred years. This is just like yours. A BHU can be loaded with enough power and supplies to keep your brain warm, fed, and oxygenated for 90 days. It's incredibly tough." He slammed the unit to the floor, startling the class. He picked it up. "If that was a real case, the cerbo inside wouldn't even notice that hit. The BHU has an inertial dampener that can withstand at least 4,000 G's, but, only for brief moments. You will never experience a knockout in a brain case. The BHU can keep a cerbo alive in total vacuum, at absolute zero, at the bottom of the deepest ocean, or for brief moments, in extremely high temperatures. 
 
      
 
    "Right now, in garrison, your BHUs are all tied into the same power and artificial blood supply. Technically, you could stay here, connected, until your discharge date. But, that's not going to happen. As far as how long your brain can last in a case…Well...In the old days, before the Holy Reach, people experienced maladies as their brains got older. Sometimes, their brains could die before their bodies. But, that's a thing of the past. Those congenital defects are not present in our genes. And medicine takes care of the rest. In one hundred years, if you're still alive, your minds will be as sharp as they are now. Some brains have survived in cases for over 400 years." 
 
      
 
    He handed the BHU model to a cadet, and said, "Now, the brain case protects you from all the hazards of space: Exotic environments, massive G's, ridiculous cold, heat, radiation, and pressures. But, can someone tell me what it will not protect against?" 
 
      
 
    Doug Chambers raised a hand: "It won't protect against a teleportation ray." 
 
      
 
    "That's one thing," Mustaf said. "Among many. The BHU is tough, but nothing is immune to damage. Especially given the dangers of modern combat. It can be shot through, disintegrated, teleported, torn open…There's not enough cold in the galaxy to freeze the brain it holds, but, enough heat will cook the brain. However, that's not what I'm thinking of. Can someone tell me the most serious threat to the human brain that we face in this war?" 
 
      
 
    Van Cref said: "The Medusans' telepathy, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf nodded. "That's correct. There is nothing that men or machines can build that protects the human mind from telepathy. Distance protects us from telepathy. Anonymity protects us: If they don't know you exist, they can't reach your mind. But besides those two things, only training, and human psionics can protect us from the enemy. And, when those two things fail - and fail they do, we have to be saved by our masinos – our machine minds." 
 
      
 
    "But," Soreni said. "Those get scrambled." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf said, "They do. But that doesn't always happen. And when it does, the cerbo will recognize it, and reset the masino to new freq. By freq, I mean a new operating frequency. The chances that a soldier will be both hypnotized and scrambled at the same time are low. Between the masino and the cerbo, a soldier of the MS can stand against the Medusans. Only in this combination. Never apart." 
 
      
 
    "Now, a soldier of the Majestic Service is both man and machine. But machines don't need the things the human brain needs. They don't need sleep, company, or laughter. They don't get lonely or depressed. They also don't feel happiness or joy. They also don't need human bodies. But, we do. Without our human forms, and Haven, we would grow mentally and spiritually ill. Now, just as God is composed of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, a human being is composed of three things: Body, mind, and spirit. The spirit is embodied in the brain as the brain is in the body. However, we do not currently have human bodies. To remedy this, bodies are simulated with our forms." He patted his chest. "And, the biological effect of your bodies on your minds is simulated by the contents of the artificial blood supply that feeds your brains. Man is a creature that is both carnal and spiritual. That creature is simulated in Haven. Here, you will have appetites, emotions, restlessness, libidos…All that makes you a physical being is replicated here in all that you externally perceive, and in the organic chemistry of the artificial blood in your brain changes in response to stimulus here." 
 
      
 
    He waved his hand, and an SI appeared next to him. He turned it to its left side was presented to the class. Another BHU appeared in his hands. He set it on the floor, and worked the locks on the armored backplate of the SI. "Now," he said. "Right now, your cerbos are in garrison." He unlocked the backplate, and lifted it up. "But, when you complete your training, you will be loaded into a combat body. Like this." 
 
      
 
    He picked up the brain case, and positioned it into a receptacle in the chest of the SI. It slid upward with a metallic rasp followed by a hard click. A green light on the BHU confirmed it was loaded. With hands moving quicker than the eye could follow, Mustaf resealed and locked the backplate. 
 
      
 
    "Just like that, you will be put into a combat body," he said. "But, even when you're in the field with your combat bodies, you'll still be able to access Haven. When the situation permits." 
 
      
 
    He looked around. "Anymore newbie questions?" 
 
      
 
    Soreni raised her hand. "Go," Mustaf said. 
 
      
 
    "Where are our bodies?" 
 
      
 
    "Your real bodies are frozen to within two degrees of absolute zero. They're in a cryogenic storage facility a thousand kilometers below the surface of this dead planet. The place has some fancy name, but everyone just calls it the Freezer. It holds the body of every human being on active duty in the 9DS – the Ninth Defense Sector. Right now, that's about seven million people." 
 
      
 
    Van Cref raised her hand. "When do we learn psionics, sergeant?" 
 
      
 
    "Probably around training day 400," he said. "You don't learn them. Your brains are exposed to a chemical that awakens your psionic potential. On some of you there will be no effect. On others, there will be significant effect. You never know until you do it." 
 
      
 
    "Where," she asked, "does this potential come from?" 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "The same place supernova bombs come from. Super secret MS military places. That's where." 
 
      
 
    "No, sergeant. I mean, where does our potential come from." 
 
      
 
    "No idea. But, as you know, everyone born in the Holy Reach is a child of someone else born in the Holy Reach, dating back for thousands of years, to the First Seeds. Those were the genetically perfect beings created to populate our civilization. So, I can only imagine that this potential started with them." 
 
      
 
    "Then," Van Cref asked, "Why did the HR have no defense against the enemy's telepathy for so many centuries?" 
 
      
 
    Mustaf shrugged. "Military history buff, huh? Well, maybe you'll figure that out on your own. Because I don't know." His tone changed, switching more from that of a teacher to that of a sergeant. But the role of brusk, disinterested sergeant seemed like it was being used to hide something he knew. "When that day comes, all you have to worry about is getting juiced with these organics, going on a little mental trip, and coming back with a talent that can help us fight the enemy. Or, at least save you from them." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf continued to talk. But, Chad was no longer listening. He stared at the bluish veins on the back of his hands, and studied their contours of shadow. He looked at his palms. Every callous and scar was present. His body must have been imaged when he was processed. He breathed. He felt his heart beating deep inside him. He thought, This is all as real as reality. Yet , it's not reality. I don't have this body. This body is a mathematical construct. This artificial world exists only in the perception of our minds. I - I'm nothing but a brain in a box. They told me the brain is the portal through which the spirit experiences this world. This world - this Haven - only exists in the real world. But, in what does the real world exist… 
 
      
 
    He woke from his daydream, and observed his classmates. He stared through the window, out to the ocean and its distant horizon. Even if I walk for a million miles in this world, I can't get out of it. He thought of his body, gone, his brain kept alive in the M16-whatever-it-was called...Everyone he ever knew outside this class, he would never see again. His disrespect to his parents - he would never have the chance to apologize for that. They gave him everything, and he only gave them a bad attitude. He thought of everything he'd been given - even by an angel herself - forsaken. For what? For Sarah? And if he gave it up all for Sarah, the only thing he'd gained was the possibility of losing her in this war. And then what…His life would be purposeless. I can't commit suicide in here. Even if I wanted to, I can't kill myself. 
 
      
 
    He was having trouble breathing, and felt like he was going to lose it. He glanced around. Varen was daydreaming, but his face was placid and calm. Sarah was listening with intent. Van Cref was absorbing everything Mustaf said, as if his words only confirmed what she already knew. All his classmates had looked forward to induction. But, not him. The old feeling of being completely alone amongst his peers came back. But, this time, he realized that he'd be completely alone among them for a century. 
 
      
 
    I'm the stupidest person to ever live...Laerel was right: I'll never make it through this war. I threw everything away. My family, my master, my career, my life, and my body. I am completely lost. The only way out is through. Am I just going to give up? 
 
      
 
    Through his life, Chad had prayed thousands of times. His parents had inculcated prayer into his life. Everyone prayed - grace for meals, prayers for the morning, prayers before bedtime. He suddenly realized that during his ipsum, he hadn't prayed. Or, if he had, he couldn't recall the words his lips had spoken. But now he prayed without his lips, as a call came from the root of his spirit: "Jesus, forgive me for my sins. That is all I desire. Your forgiveness." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf shouted: "Private Casker!" 
 
      
 
    Chad was pulled from this prayer. Mustaf said, "I asked you a question." 
 
      
 
    He stood. "This private apologizes, sergeant. He didn't hear the question." 
 
      
 
    "You can forget the third person talk, Casker. This isn't cadet training anymore. This isn't a class - it's a platoon. Now, I'll repeat myself just this once: What is the PCM and where is it located in the MK16BHU?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, sergeant. I think it controls the body the cerbo is installed in." 
 
      
 
    "Okay. Did anyone here pay attention in your twelve years of cadet training?" 
 
      
 
    Van Cref raised her hand, but Mustaf waved her away. Sarah raised hers, and he pointed at her. Sarah said, "The PCM is the primary control module tied into the spin cord remnant on the back of the medula oblangata, installed in the neoskull, within in the brain case. It is a semi-organic module that interfaces a unique brain to a universal control bridge." 
 
      
 
    "Textbook answer," Mustaf said. "While here in Haven, you control your body by thought alone. However, to control a physical body, you will need to practice. This will allow the PCM to connect your brain to anything your brain case is installed in. 
 
      
 
    "When you are in a prosthetic body - real or simulated - you will control it through the PCM. It will be hard, at first. You will be like babies, learning to control your body. But, until your PCM adapts to your unique neural output, you'll be helpless. So, that's where today's lesson starts: We're going to leave this classroom. I'm going to swap your bodies for Standard Issue combat bodies. And you're going to learn how to use them. Are you ready?" 
 
      
 
    The platoon said, "Yes, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    "No," he said. "Sound off like you're motivated. Are you ready?" 
 
      
 
    Chad resisted the urge to roll his eyes. But, he shouted, along with everyone else: "Yes, sergeant!" 
 
      
 
    The classroom disappeared. The cheerful blue sky through its windows disappeared. They were on the surface of Mars Hill. Everything was red and dead. They were on a blacktop, standing in formation in the middle of a huge, painted circle. They were no longer human; they were in white, humanoid bodies. Standard Issues combat bodies. SIs. They were all standing, paralyzed, and Mustaf spoke in their heads: 
 
      
 
    "When I let go of you, you will try to gain enough control of your body to stand, walk, and exit the circle. The first one out will gain an award. On my mark - go." 
 
      
 
    The paralysis vanished. As one body, they all collapsed. Chad stared up at the swollen red sun dominating the sky. He blinked. This surprised him, until he remembered that SIs had organic eyes - and eyelids. He managed to turn his head, and saw the details of the tarmac, and the body of a comrade next to him. The clarity of his vision was astouding; objects both right before his nose, as well as the mountain ridges on the horizon, all came into clear focus. He saw more than he'd ever seen before. The swirls of hydrocarbon colors in the asphalt, pebbles embedded in the tar, so small they looked like motes of dust. He looked over the fallen mechanical bodies, to the mountain ridges. His vision zoomed onto them. Haze obscured his vision, but he saw a ridge scattered with boulders and rockslides. It seemed like he was watching them through a pair of binoculars. He pulled his vision back, and it focused back to human aspect ratio. He thought, These eyes are amazing. 
 
      
 
    Someone stood. Already? It was a girl. Chad suddenly realized that the SIs came in gendered models. The female version was slightly shorter than the male version, her limbs more slender and shapely, and her waist, shoulders, and neck narrower. She didn't have breasts, but the shape of her chestplate held a feminine shape. The female stepped, tottered, threw her arms out, and caught herself. She turned toward chase. Her face was a porcelain mask. Its features were flat, almost like a drawing, merely giving the impression of her human face. Her lips were curvy and thin, and sealed closed. Her prehensile nose had nostrils. Her large, animal eyes were so dark brown they looked black. It was Paris Van Cref. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, Van Cref," Mustaf called. "I should just award you everything, since it seems like no one else in the platoon is even half trying." 
 
      
 
    The trainees laughed and teased one another as they tried to move. Chad finally sat up. He looked at his hands. They were made of articulating white metal. The palms were covered in tactile black rubber. His forearms were twice as big as they were before. He had never noticed his own shoulders in his peripheral vision, but he did now. He wasn't breathing. He had no mouth. But, he could project sound. A grunt came from his sealed lips. Behind them, there was some kind of sonic projector. Sound manifested right at the mouth, and flowed outward, as if he was really speaking. His legs were thick, long, and powerful, covered in the white metal armor. His feet had five toes. The bottom of his feet were treaded, like workboats. He felt the ground as he sat on it. The armor had sensors in it that transmitted the sensation of touch. He smelled warm asphalt through his prehensile nose. He heard his comrades stirring and laughing, though he had no ears. 
 
      
 
    He felt powerful and lethal. He flexed and relaxed his metal muscles, and watched the dark seams between his armored plates expand and contract. He tried to reach for the asphalt, and grabbed his knee. He tried again, and grabbed air. He tried a third time, and his fingers touched the flattop. On a whim, he sank his hand into it. The fingers slid straight in, as if he was sticking them in a tub of butter. He grabbed the asphalt, pulled out his hand, and squeezed. The asphalt granules flowed through his fingers. He thought, What's wrong with this stuff? 
 
      
 
    He realized that nothing was wrong with it. It was his own strength that made the asphalt seem like liquid. He shook it from his hands. Then, he punched his right fist into his left palm. It sounded like a gunshot. The impact resounded through his body. The others turned their heads. 
 
      
 
    "Strong," Chad said. He was surprised to enjoy the feeling. The others were getting to their feet. Intrigued, he fell forward, and pressed up. Minutes passed as he tried to control his legs enough to get his knees beneath his center of gravity. When he did, he raised up and looked around. Everyone was recognizable by their mask and the gender model of the SI. Also, the color of the corona of their animal eyes copied those of their real eyes. Except for those features, they were the same. The females all had the same female model; the males all had the same male model. 
 
      
 
    He shifted to one knee, and put a foot on the ground. He found his balance, and pushed up. He held his arms out for balance, and stood. It felt like his feet were cast in concrete, but he finally managed to pick one up, and set it down. He started forward, and thought, I can't believe it. I actually like this. He wondered how a real SI body would feel. After half a dozen steps, his strides became more fluid. He was passing people. He approached the circle. But, Van Cref was at least ten strides ahead of him. And she only had ten strides to go. She was going to make it. Somehow, he didn't like this. He thought: Why? What is this competitiveness I feel? Could it be this body? I've never been strong. But, I've never pushed myself to be stronger. Is this weird joy in being strong something I could have felt long ago? 
 
      
 
    He was second, behind Van Cref. Even though his steps were almost fluid, he couldn't increase the pace quick enough. Instead, he dropped to his knees, and with both hands pulled up asphalt. With a few quick rolls he made it into a bowling ball. He lobbed it at Van Cref. But, his strength was such that it was a black blur as it left his hand. It splattered against the broad of her back, and she face planted onto the flat top. By the time Chad caught up to her, she was only on her knees. "No fair," she said. 
 
      
 
    "He just said we had to cross it first," Chad replied. "He didn't say how." 
 
      
 
    "Fine," she said. Chad only head a couple steps to go. He moved as if he was hip-deep in water. But, a firm grip seized his left ankle, and pulled. Chad went down. Van Cref used him to get back up. He tried to retaliate, but missed. She won. She came back, and gave him a hand up. The female models were only shorter than the males by half a head. She said, "If I didn't recognize your face, I wouldn't believe that was you, Casker." 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "Got a little excited, I guess." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf appeared. His SI was painted in a camo pattern of greys, whites and blacks. The paint was scuffed and worn. The armor dented and ablated and holding the scars of repairs. He wore a combat harness. Flat black sunglasses covered his eyes. He also wore belted trousers and boots. All of his gear broken in, but neatly maintained. 
 
      
 
    As the rest of the platoon tried to exit the circle, Mustaf congratulated Van Cref. She asked, "What did I win?" 
 
      
 
    "You get to choose the platoon's camo pattern," he said. "And, are the first one allowed a tattoo." 
 
      
 
    "A tattoo?" she asked. "What is that?" 
 
      
 
    "It's a drawing that goes on your body," he said. "Like this." He presented his left shoulder to her. There was an icon for a heart, torn in two. In neat cursive above it was the word 'heart.' Below it was the stenciled word 'breaker.' 
 
      
 
    Chad inwardly scoffed at the tattoo. He never knew such lowball art existed. It reminded him of the poem written on the guillotine door of the meat plant. But, it was somehow intriguing. Van Cref was still looking at it. 
 
      
 
    "I can see you like it," Mustaf said. 
 
      
 
    Van Cref touched her face. "How?" 
 
      
 
    "Your eyes," he said. "Organic eyes are the only portion of a prosthetic body that reveal emotion. But, I can read your body language, too. Right now you all look like blank slates to one another. But, soon you'll see each other better. You'll read each other." 
 
      
 
    Van Cref said, "Casker will make me a tattoo." 
 
      
 
    Chad scoffed. "That's not really my talent," he said. "Making doodles on armor." 
 
      
 
    "Tattoos go on flesh, too," Mustaf said. "At least, flesh in Haven. You'll never see it in the Reach. But, things are a little different in the MS. As long as it's not below the long sleeves, above the collar, and on females, below the knees, tattoos are fine on your form." 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was through the circle, they continued with a variety of games and exercises to learn how to control the prosthetic bodies. They did the circle a few more times. The ones who crossed the line went back and helped the others still struggling with their new forms. Chad broke away from the crowd, and found Sarah. They laughed at one another's metal forms. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf reset the tarmac, and they were spread in a school circle in the courtyard. A female SI appeared. Like Mustaf, she wore a camo pattern across her entire body, and was dressed in fatigues and gear that showed lots of use and repair by practiced hands. Her golden eyes stood out against the dark camo of her face. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf said, "This is Corporal Instructor S3K5E. You may call her Corporal 3K for short, or Instructor. She is one of my trainers. As you can tell by her name, she is not human. She is a Daughter of Man. All of you have met and known bots. She is not like a bot. Do not confuse her for a servant. She has the same rights and privileges as a human being, and is a citizen of the Holy Reach. Like you, she is a Christian. She has more combat experience than ten of me put together. She understands human beings. She understands what emotions are, but she has none herself. She knows what humans are, but she cannot share in the human experience. She never grows tired, bored, or depressed. One would think that with soldiers like her, we would never need humans in warfare. But, she is not without the same weakness all masinos share: She can be scrambled. That's why combat units have to be driven by both cerbos and masinos." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf patted her shoulder. "Sometimes, she will be walking among us. Other times, she will be in your head, guiding you through training exercises. She has a light touch. She is my softy. But if you get cute with her, I have other instructors to call on. You don't want to meet my heavy." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf gestured to 3K. "Obviously, you have noticed that SIs come in two models: Male and female. Most units do not have gender models. However, human beings are a sexually dimorphic species. Much of your identity is based on your sex. Since SIs are the only combat models to represent both genders, we issue them to recruits to limit the shock of the training experience. Also, SIs are the units most likely to interface with our civilians. Having gendered prosthetic bodies helps us deal with cultural situations involving sex and its proprieties. 
 
      
 
    "The male and female SIs have different strengths and weaknesses. The male SIs are about sixty percent stronger than the female versions. But, the female models have more fast twitch muscles. They are almost fifty percent swifter than the male versions. Because they are lighter, they can also jump and maneuver faster than the males. They also possess a smaller target profile. 
 
      
 
    "Also, you will find that, even with SIs, each body is slightly different. Some have more stamina. Some are stronger. Some are swifter. These random variations seem unlikely for machines built in a plant. However, this variety helps us fight, by presenting an unknown quantity to the enemy. And, another factor that will change the way you move your prosthetic body is your ability as an operator. Your masino can operate to the limits of its programming and experience. However, the human mind is consistently more creative and intense in its ability to operate a body." 
 
      
 
    He paused, and shook his head. "Time's wasting away today." He pointed to the blacktop, and it became steel. "Now," he said. "We're going to show off a little, so you newbs see what your bodies can do. Corporal?" 
 
      
 
    "Ready," she said. 
 
      
 
    The both moved with the fluidity of water being poured from a pitcher as they each reached to the ground, and did handstands. They retracted one hand, and supported themselves on one palm. Then, they raised up on the fingers of one hand, and retracted the fingers until they were balancing on their index finger alone. They stayed there for a moment, and went back to their feet. Mustaf then opened his arms, and took 3K into them. He looked at his students as they held a waltz pose. "You newbs like dance, right?" 
 
      
 
    They replied in the affirmative. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, well, at least some of you might recognize what Corporal 3K can do. Her first cerbo was a dancer. And, a million years ago, I was a danseur." He looked at her. "Shall we?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course," she replied. They slid into a waltz. Every movement was as smooth as smoke. They separated, and went into ballet. 3K spun circles en pointe, her foot arched as she pivoted on her big tow, and her other leg pointed straight to the sky. Mustaf skipped in allegros around her. The pair were weightless and graceful. The dance was so unexpected, and contrasted so strongly with their martial presence, that the privates could only stare, wordlessly transfixed. Mustaf and 3K came together, and he held her aloft with one hand, then brought her back to the ground as if she was as light as a cloud. 
 
      
 
    The audience burst out in delighted laughter and clumsy applause. Sarah turned to Chad. He could see the laughter in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, knock it off," Mustaf said. "As you can see, these SIs can do anything you can imagine them to. And more. But, we have to get back to the barracks. The training day is already over." 
 
      
 
    In a flash, they were back in the classroom. The sun was setting in a blaze of orange on the horizon. The privates stretched their limbs, and felt the softness of their faces. Chad laughed as he felt his lips. He felt small, fragile, and soft. How quickly this human form feels alien, he marveled. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf called for silence. "The day's already done. I was actually supposed to spend this day giving you orientation to Haven. But, I wanted to get you into some SIs, because orientation day is just talking about things you'll learn on your own, and things you should already know. Now, I told you Haven simulates your body. You're all tired and hungry. You'll find that the chow hall is on the first floor. There's no homework tonight, so you're free to do whatever you want until 07:00 tomorrow morning, when you will all be in this classroom. 
 
      
 
    "I am not going to be babysitting you. Van Cref and your squad leaders are your chain of command. It's hard to get into trouble in Haven. Except, there's one thing you can get in trouble with: Sexual immorality. Those of you who are married - the ones dumb enough to marry on ipsum - are free to share rooms and the pleasures of the marital bed. But only with your spouse. Adultery is a punishable offense that will be prosecuted. And, to those of you who are single, you are not permitted it. You will be prosecuted for unlawful carnal knowledge. The residential floors in the barracks are segregated. First floor is for bachelors. Second floor is for married couples. Third floor is for maidens. Maidens don't go on the first floor, and bachelors don't go on the third. Ever. Is that clear? 
 
      
 
    The class was silent with embarrassment. But, Mustaf asked them for a reply. They replied in the affirmative. He continued: "If you can't contain yourself, and you really want to get married, come to me, and we'll make it happen. But, marriage in the MS is the same as in the civilian world. It's a life bid. Until death do you part. No other choice. So, you'd better be willing to spend at least 100 years with that person, with a great likelihood of separation for decades at a stretch. This, kids, is why your parents told you not to get married on ipsum. But, I digress." 
 
      
 
    Varen raised his hand. His cheeks were bright red. 
 
      
 
    "Speak," Mustaf said, unabashed. 
 
      
 
    Chad observed Van Cref. She looked like she'd suddenly gotten a sunburn. 
 
      
 
    "You - you mentioned punishment. What kind of punishment happens here?" 
 
      
 
    "Two types. One worse than the other. The first is pain induction. I can apply it to you anytime I want, but I only normally use it as punishment when you get killed in a training simulator. It's fast and easy, but bad enough that you will not want to feel it." He looked them over, and said, "Then, there's the worse one. Isolation. Your brain will be sent to an all-white environment where you can't shut your eyelids, where you hear nothing but silence, where you can't move. There's nobody, and nothing. Just you and your thoughts. Ten minutes in iso will change your attitude. Permanently. A day in iso will turn your brain into goo." He paused, and then said, "Remember when I said that there are people that have survived in brain cases for over four centuries?" 
 
      
 
    They all nodded. 
 
      
 
    "That's because there are some people, both soldiers and civilians, serving life bids - that's a life prison term - in iso. Four centuries on, their brains still haven't died. They're still in there." 
 
      
 
    Chad frowned in horror. "What did they do?" 
 
      
 
    "Treason," Mustaf replied. "But, there are shorter sentences, too. Dereliction of duty, fratricide, insubordination, and a million other things can get you thrown in iso. Blood, I can throw you in iso for up to an hour a week as a form of sergeant's discipline. But only murder one and treason can get you a life bid. It's all documented in the UCMJ. Read up on it if you want. Any questions? No? Van Cref, they're yours. Goodnight, newbs." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf vanished. It was only 18:00. Van Cref dismissed the class. Chad and Sarah found one another. The doors to their rooms had name tags on them. She added hers to his, and moved in. Chad collapsed on the bed, and said, "I'm tired." He looked at her and asked, "Is this real? Are you real?" The excitement he'd felt during training was wearing off. He stared out the window. 
 
      
 
    Sarah undressed. She walked around to his side of the bed and blocked his view. The bride of his youth stood before him, naked and smiling. "Touch me, and tell me if I'm real." 
 
      
 
    Chad reached out and touched her firm thigh. His hand slid up to her hips, and then he pulled at her waist. She fell into bed with him, and they kissed. It felt real. And feeling was good enough. Sarah giggled: "At least we don't have to worry about sexual immorality in here." 
 
      
 
    Chad lay back, and said, "Sexual immorality is what got me here in the first place." 
 
      
 
    Sarah laughed. "Yeah, in your bedroom." She pressed herself to him, her breath heavy and fast. Chad felt a tightness within his chest, an unsettling claustrophobia as he thought, There's no way I can tell her I'm only here because of her. 
 
      
 
    He sat up with his back to her. Sarah asked, "What's the matter?" 
 
      
 
    "What's the matter?" he asked, incredulous. "Look where we are, Sarah. I already miss my life. I want it back. I miss my family. I want them back. I want my easel, my work, and my master. Here I've got nothing. For a hundred years! And it didn't have to be this way!" He groaned. "I need to create." 
 
      
 
    She let him sulk, and then rubbed his back with her foot, and hooked him by his armpit with her toe. He let her pull him onto her, and she played with his hair as she said, "I wish you'd pour that passion into me, my love." 
 
      
 
    She placed a leg across his chest. Chad sighed out of resignation, and stroked it. Despite the madness of his situation, she was still irresistable. He resented the fact that the mindless appeal of sex broke his focus on his plight. But as he let himself give in, he was grateful for the break from it. 
 
      
 
    Later that night, they were in bed. The sky as moonless, and the stars blazed over the ocean. Sarah said, "I think I'm going to like it here. But-" Her voice hitched. 
 
      
 
    Chad took her shoulder. "What is it?" 
 
      
 
    She touched her stomach, and said, "I miss my baby. I know it was only about a month along, but, I had gotten used to it." She turned to him, and her eyes were large with moisture. "You said you needed to create. I'm so in love with you, that I want to create, too. I want to create life with you. Here, you can still create art. But, I can't create what I want. Not for a long time. And I won't feel my baby inside me. Not for a long time." She looked down and touched her navel. "That's what I miss about the real world." 
 
      
 
    Chad looked at her in surprise. He didn't share her feeling, and only partially understood it. But, he knew what to do. He held her to him and hugged her. "I'm sorry, honey," he said. "But, it'll be alright. When our service is over, we'll see our baby again. And we'll have such stories to tell him." 
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
    As they fell asleep, Chad saw in his mind the image of an arched bridge. Nothing beneath it; each half only supported by the other. He knew Sarah didn't understand him. And he didn't understand her. That was the empty space between them. But, they could lean on another, and stay upright, together. 
 
      
 
    His sleep was deep. But from its secure depths where unconsciousness relieved him of his worries, a bright light pierced the darkness. A young woman's voice, clear as a trumpet, said, "Wake up, soldier." 
 
      
 
    He flashed awake. The moon filled the room with its pale light. Sarah lay in his arms. He sat up, and left his body behind. He was a translucent spirit. He touched Sarah, who was covered in a sheet, and watched his hand pass through her hips, as if he was made of smoke. 
 
      
 
    The voice said, "You're not dead, or dreaming. We just wanted to talk to you." 
 
      
 
    He faced the source of the voice. Reniar sat in a chair in the corner. Her pauldrons gleamed in the moonlight, her long hair was as white as her robes, and her eyes were hidden by shadow. She was no taller than a normal human. Chad didn't bother asking her how she got here, or what had happened to him. If Mustaf was a superuser in Haven, Reniar would be its goddess. 
 
      
 
    She said. "We see you made your choice, private. Congratulations. Your master is no doubt heartbroken. But, did you tell your parents that you had a choice?" 
 
      
 
    "No, your excellency," he said. "I -" he glanced at Sarah. "I haven't even told her." 
 
      
 
    "You will," she said. She smiled. "Eventually. So tell us, what happened to the payment you were given for the commission that you never accepted?" 
 
      
 
    "Uh - we...Spent it. All," he said. "It was like...our honeymoon." 
 
      
 
    "A year's salary in one month?" she asked. "You must have put the Prodigal Son to shame. But, alas, what can We do to you? Force you to join the MS? Technically, it was Laerel's fault for giving you that cash before you formally accepted the consignment. He wasn't supposed to, but, We suppose the Imperial artist got carried away. Your master will repay the Holy Reach." 
 
      
 
    She stood. "We have only offered deferrments to a few. None have ever refused." She looked at Sarah's sleeping form. "You must love her." 
 
      
 
    "I do," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    She looked down at Chad. "What can We do for you?" 
 
      
 
    He said, "I need tools to work with. And, I want to repay Laerel." 
 
      
 
    She contemplated this, and said, "It will take ten years of your service to repay what you spent. And money cannot be transferred from you to the civilian world." 
 
      
 
    "Then, you pay him for me, now, your Excellency. And, I'll pay you back." 
 
      
 
    Reniar laughed. "We have no money." 
 
      
 
    "Then, what can I do?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    She pondered this. "I highly doubt you'll have the atmosphere, time, or concentration necessary to create fine art while in the MS. We'll have to apply your artistic talents elsewhere. There are even less things of scarcity in Haven than there are in the Holy Reach. But, here there is always a need for originality and creativity. Novelty. And, you can deliver these things, through body art." 
 
      
 
    Chad thought back to earlier that day. "You mean, like tattoos?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. It is something for which troops have a constant hunger. We propose this: We shall arrange for payment to Laerel the money you owe. We shall supply you with the materials to create art in Haven. Whatever you create that We admire, We shall claim as Our own." 
 
      
 
    "But, if you cannot replicate the things of Haven in the real world, what good will they be?" 
 
      
 
    "We have our own domain in Haven, where artwork shall hang." 
 
      
 
    "Then, I agree to that proposal. And, I thank you. One more thing, your Excellency," Chad said. "Let Laerel know that the money is from me." 
 
      
 
    She smiled, but said, "Communication between the MS and civilians is forbidden." 
 
      
 
    "I know," he said. "But, I failed him. I'm ashamed." 
 
      
 
    "Your failings are no greater than his were in his lifetime," she said. "And, someday you will see him in Paradise, and you will both have a great laugh over the affair." 
 
      
 
    She disappeared. Chad fell back into his body, back into sleep. When the alarm went off in the morning, he knew it hadn't been just a dream. 
 
      
 
    Haven imitated reality. But, conveniences abounded. They could throw their dirty uniform into the closet. When the door was reopened, the clothes were laundered, their uniforms were hanging and pressed, their buttons polished, and their shoes shined. The chow hall was always open. It served whatever dish, meal, or treat a soldier wanted, instantly. Comfort food, and the tastes from homes left behind could be conjured from memories. Hunger was real. But, they couldn't gain weight. They could enjoy exercise and sport, but never suffered pulled muscles. They could become exhausted, but quickly regained their wind. They could experience pain and discomfort, but never suffered injuries. Colds, toothaches, and headaches did not exist. 
 
      
 
    They quickly discovered that the barracks was the only building on a small island ringed with white sand beaches, and possessing an azure lagoon. A small limestone mountain was at the center of the island. Besides that, there was little room for a football pitch, an obstacle course, and a running path that ringed the island. There was a teleport pad, but only the trainers had access to it. For now, this tiny patch of real estate was all they were allowed to see of Haven. There were thousands of other training islands just like theirs. Haven was immense. It was home for the fifty million humans on active duty in the MS. 
 
      
 
    Ten hours of each day were spent in learning how to control their SIs. Every exercise was in the form of a game. Many were children's races: Carrying eggs on spoons, three-legged races, somersault contests. But, the struggle to control the prosthetic bodies was took such focus that at the end of the day they were mentally wiped. Chambers and Van Cref were gifted. Chad, and Varen were better than average. By training day six, Chad could do things he never even attempted in his body. He could juggle three raw eggs at a time, and walk on his hands. Sarah managed to get by. But, Soreni was the slowest learner. She had also elected to wear a male SI. It was just her style to be strong. 
 
      
 
    Training day seven was Sabbath. They were allowed to sleep in, and only had to report to worship. For this, the teleporter was open. Chad and his friends ported. They arrived on a long, oval pad. Their pad was just one of dozens all connected to a central hub, like petals on a flattened daisy. Hundreds of soldiers were appearing and pouring into the plaza before them. They swiftly exited the port. Chad looked up at what he thought was a small mountain. It was a cathedral, made of black marble and gray granite. The facade was composed of pointed arches within arches, and endless reliefs of carved saints. A circle of stained glass as wide as a lake dominated the center of the central arch. Worshippers were flooding through the open doors, but they looked like ants entering a house. 
 
      
 
    Varen said, "Well, that's a somewhat large church." 
 
      
 
    "It's called the Dynami Sophia," Van Cref said. "It can fit everyone in the Ninth Defense Zone," "Two million soldiers will be worshipping here today." 
 
      
 
    They walked toward the stairway leading up to the doors. A forest surrounded the cathedral's grounds. Beyond that, there were the metal reaches of spiral buildings. The sun was rising in a sky of gold. The gravity and atmosphere felt standard. It took Chad a moment to realize he wasn't on a planet. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers around them were all the same age; but like Mustaf, they carried their real age in their eyes, their stance, and their maturity. He saw a group of generals. One of them bore en hashtags on his sleeve. Each hashtag represented 20 years of service. 
 
      
 
    They passed through the entrance. The Dynami Sophia was illuminated only by sunlight. Service was conducted while the congregants stood. It was easy for the soldiers to form columns and row. The cathedral was in the shape of a half circle. The floor sloped gently to the dais and pulpit. Behind it, the rear wall was composed of an organ with a hundred vertical pipes, standing anywhere from two to sixty meters tall. Some of the tallest bass pipes were wide enough for ground vehicles to be dropped into. 
 
      
 
    The sanctuary floor was split into three levels, each receding back from the ground level. The levels had lecterns on their edges, manned by clergy. The clergy wore the uniform of the MS, and over the uniform they had chimeres of purple and gold. The acoustics of the cathedral created a constant rumble, like the crashing of distant waves. Over this, the organ hummed gently. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, look at that," Varen said, pointing. Flanking the dais on each side were ten angels, five to each side. Chad recognized Reniar at the head of one group of five. All the angels looked like her: innocent youths, androgynous, beautiful, merciless… 
 
      
 
    "Are they machine minds?" Varen asked. "Or both human and machine?" 
 
      
 
    "If they were human," Van Cref said, "Why would they not come here in their human form?" 
 
      
 
    "They must be both man and machine," Varen replied. "Or, how else could they fight the Medusans? Blood! Can you imagine if they corrupted one of those things and turned it against us?" 
 
      
 
    A stranger turned to them. His rank insignia showed him to be a major. "Watch your mouth, son." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, sir," Varen offered. But the major had already turned away. 
 
      
 
    Chad thought, Reniar isn't just a machine. She says 'we' in the royal way. And she mentioned her Finality. Only machine minds reach Finality. But if she's controlled by both brain and mind, why would she appear here in her angel form? Unless, the form itself is a symbol of her rank… 
 
      
 
    The service started when a military bishop took to the dais. The acoustics of the cathedral were enough for him to be heard - barely. But, his words were repeated by the priests in the lecterns. The service was held in Batalingvo: Battle Language. Since those present represented over a hundred different worlds, and each motherland or fatherland had its own tongue, it was the only way for them to follow it. 
 
      
 
    The organ played the tune of Holy, Holy, Holy, and when it started, two million voices rang out in chorus. The air throbbed with united power. Chad and the new soldiers looked around at the endless rows and columns, reaching out from countless individual faces, to a sea of men and women in uniforms. When the final note was played and the last word sung, the silence fell on them like an avalanche. 
 
      
 
    The bishop spoke, and the lecterns repeated his words: 
 
      
 
    "Today is a great day. A day of new life for the Majestic Service. Today is the first day in which our new generation worships with their fellow soldiers. A day when the ranks swell with new blood and new spirit. A day when the initiates to our way of life stir the memories and spirits of the veterans, who have stood where they stood now. A day when the new generation is wondering: How will we succeed? How will we perform our duty? Can we perform it? A century of service to the Holy Reach and the Xu Imperial Dynasty...But it can be done. It has been done. And, you too, shall learn that with God, the impossible is possible. And in the eternal life delivered by our Savior, even a hundred years - or two hundred years - is nothing but a moment, and your mortal life a vapor. 
 
      
 
    "The travails of our new blood are manifest. They have left their homes, their families, their lives, and even their bodies. Their time is not their own. Their entire being is a property of the State. Such a condition, no man or woman should EVER have to suffer. And, all this, before the horrors of war even begin. Pray for them! Pray that their spirit will prosper, for it is the only thing they now possess. Pray that these travails increase their faith. And, rejoice, for they are in a condition we have all come to take for granted: Utter humiliation. A dependence on others greater than that possessed by any newborn infant. Yet, if this condition can bring about the new birth of the spiritual human, the rebirth of the spirit delivered by the Grace of God, and the consolation of the Holy Spirit, then everything you've gone through is worth it. Even if you perish in battle, it is still worth it. Because to ask for forgiveness from our Lord, and receive this forgiveness, is to be with Christ in both life and death, and live forever in Paradise. 
 
      
 
    "And, how great is this gift? It cannot be priced. But indeed I can say that if the entirety of the Holy Reach and all it possesses is not sufficient to bring even one person to Christ, then it is useless. The Church in its entirety is nothing more than garbage if it cannot reach the spirit. So, I pray that our new soldiers will seek the Lord, and find the Lord, so they may walk with him, forever. 
 
      
 
    "In our soldier's slang, we say that one who graduates from his training, and wields an armored body, is born again hard. I pray that their spirits will be born again into life everlasting. I pray for our new soldiers, that they might endure this phase of life. I pray that they train successfully. But, most of all, I pray that they are born again in the Spirit of Christ. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing else matters." 
 
      
 
    The sermon continued. The words were familiar to Chad, but, he'd never heard someone say that the Holy Reach might be garbage. Were all the other clergy he'd heard simply milquetoasts, comfortably ensconched in the Church, and not willing to speak such a truth? The words made sense; what was the point of all of this if it had no effect, if it was form without purpose? The cathedral would be of no more significance than an anthill, a manifestation of material with no soul, created by man, the machine. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 They concluded the service with a hymn, and the congregants flowed from the church. As they approached the teleporters, Chad had an urge to jump back to his hometown. This place - really is starting to feel real, he thought. But, Haven knew who they were; it automatically ported them back to their training island the moment they stepped on the pads. 
 
      
 
    It was their first day free from Mustaf, and free from training. They had been granted the 'key' to their SI form, and access to the Mars Hill training area. However, that freedom was forgotten, because they had all received recreational clothes, like bathing suits, and flip-flops. They enjoyed the island. The beach had pavilions and charcoal grills. Soreni found that you could get raw meats and spices from the chow hall. And Chambers found that he could get beers, too. They tasted good, but even after Chambers pounded back six, he reported that he only felt a slight buzz. 
 
      
 
    Chad and Sarah lay together on a blanket on the beach. Soreni lay near them, having passed out after gorging herself. Her mouth was still greasy. She'd intended to go to Mars Hill and train with her SI, but passed out after overeating. Van Cref lay close to Sarah, reading a thick book called Strategic Considerations of Warp Technology on Space Defense. Chad was almost asleep when a body crashing on the sand brought him back to reality. 
 
      
 
    "Man," Varen said. He was dripping wet. "Did you know there's fish out there? And guess what? You can breath underwater. You just take little breaths through your nose, and it's enough. I must have been under there for half an hour. Just like a dream!" 
 
      
 
    Chad positioned a t-shirt back over his eyes. "That's awesome, Varen. I, too, was just having a dream." 
 
      
 
    "Oh yeah? What about?" 
 
      
 
    Chad sighed. "I was dreaming that I was making productive use of my time. Instead of being trapped in this fake world." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, not me," Varen replied. "I'm just a brain in a box in paradise. Hey, did it ever occur to you, that for all we know, the Medusans have already won the war, and they've captured our brains, and are just waiting to pull the plug on us? How would we know?" 
 
      
 
    "Deep," Chad said. "How do we know that our lives up to the point we entered the MS weren't just illusions that took place in a reality simulator? Maybe we were just born as disembodied brains, like the way organs are grown, or brainless soma bodies are grown?" 
 
      
 
    "That's a depressing thought. Thanks, Chad. I was afraid my mood was too high." 
 
      
 
    Sarah touched Chad's chest. "Honey, don't say things like that. It's gross." 
 
      
 
    "Could be true, though." 
 
      
 
    Sarah groaned. 
 
      
 
    "It would only be depressing if we realized it was true," Varen said. "But, it's like a situation mankind used to make for himself. Do you know why reality simulators only exist in the military?" 
 
      
 
    "No," Chad said, as he positioned his shirt back over his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Because they're too addictive. Apparently, in ancient times, people would voluntarily leave their bodies behind, and keep their brain alive in a case, just so they could live full-time in a simulated world." 
 
      
 
    "Grotesque," Chad said. He sat up, and nodded to Varen. The two of them walked away from the water, and into the shade of the palm trees. 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "I know what you said isn't true. But, I wanted to ask you about something." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Varen replied. 
 
      
 
    "What did you think of that time when we were lined up and being processed on Mars Hill? To me, that was my only glimpse of the real world. I know that you must have noticed that poem someone had written on that door." 
 
      
 
    Varen said, "The Unwanted poem?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. What was that?" 
 
      
 
    "Grafitti." 
 
      
 
    "What's grafitti?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, just stuff people write in inappropriate places. As rebellion. It's antiquated. Doesn't exist in our world. Someone obviously wrote that in a way that would make people question whether it was there intentionally or not. Many people might not even understand the gist of the poem." 
 
      
 
    "That's what I mean," Chad said. "In the Holy Reach it didn't exist. Because...no one would even think of doing such a thing. And, here it can't happen. I'm sure this simulated reality would wipe it clean. But, Mars Hill, too, is part of the Reach. So, what did it mean?" 
 
      
 
    Varen smiled gently. "It just means that some people are cynical about the draft and resent being pulled into the MS. But, I doubt a cadet wrote it. So, some soldiers in the MS must feel be...less than happy about their plight." 
 
      
 
    "Why? I mean, beyond the obvious..." 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "I don't know. But...I have a feeling we might find out." 
 
      
 
    Chad pondered this. His parents never voiced resentment or doubts about the MS or its cause. But, perhaps they were true believers. He sighed, and looked up at his lanky, happy friend. 
 
      
 
    "I suppose you're getting along just fine in here." 
 
      
 
    Varen said, "Yeah. I mean, I found the barracks library. I've already read three novels in my free time." 
 
      
 
    Chad glanced at the beach. "And, what about Paris?" 
 
      
 
    Varen's smile faded. He looked at the ground. "I guess I'm gonna need your prayers with that." 
 
      
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
      
 
    He shrugged, then, he gave grin full of mirth. "Well, if there's only one temptation to be found, you know I'll find it." 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "No...Don't get in trouble, Varen." 
 
      
 
    Varen laughed. "Forget I said anything. I was just joking. Hey, you know what you need to do?" 
 
      
 
    "No." 
 
      
 
    "You need to draw. You need to create something. Or you're going to lose it. I heard that somehow you got some, like, art tools?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    "Cool. Give me a tattoo, then." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know how. Yet." He looked at his hands. "And, I don't know, I just feel...Like, if I don't paint, in my way, that I'll lose the talent for it." He shouted. "I had a commission from the HR to be a fine artist. And now I'm supposed to make doodles on skin?" 
 
      
 
    Varen laughed. "So, you're too good to slum it, huh?" 
 
      
 
    Chad couldn't bring himself to play along, and just mumbled, "Maybe." 
 
      
 
    Varen laughed and doubled over, holding his sides. Chad grew blush, and knew he couldn't hide the nerve his friend had hit. "Yeah, well," he said. "That's just my pride." 
 
      
 
    When Varen recovered, he put his arm around Chad, and they walked toward the barracks. "Just for telling me you're better than I am, and meaning it, you owe me a tattoo." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Chad said. "Just don't have your hopes up." 
 
      
 
    "Well, you can delete it if you screw up, right?" 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea." 
 
      
 
    While Chad read the instructions on the tattoo gun, Varen decided on a tattoo of the crest of the MS on his left shoulder. Chad worked from a photograph. The tattoo gun was a tool unique to the simulator. It caused no pain. But, its results simulated that of a real-life tattoo gun that injected ink in the lower layers of human skin. It was hardly bigger than a ballpoint pen. Brush style and ink colors were selected from an airtouch menu that projected from the gun. Chad soon found that skin was a unique medium to work on. 
 
      
 
    Varen read a book while Chad worked. Chad interrupted him, and asked, "I would not have expected you to be tattooed with the MS crest." 
 
      
 
    "I'm a soldier," Varen said. "Soldiers do things like that." 
 
      
 
    "Normally soldiers get marked with their unit badge out of a sense of espirit de corps. But, I see you still live life by imitating the actions of normal people, instead of possessing the underlying cause for those actions." 
 
      
 
    "That's why you and I are the same," Varen said. "We both imitate normal people to get by. This is what I taught you." 
 
      
 
    "Yes. Thank you. If it hadn't been for you, I would have probably been so introverted and sensitive that they wouldn't have drafted me." 
 
      
 
    Chad erased a portion of the shield on the crest, and went back to work. Varen said, "You know how you said that what you experienced of the real world was just a few moments on Mars Hill?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." 
 
      
 
    "But, that was the real world." 
 
      
 
    "I know. I'm not saying the HR isn't real. But, is the HR a true representation of reality? It can't be. It's too...perfect." 
 
      
 
    "This is merely your pained artistic soul speaking," Varen said. "Combined with the fact that you have entered that stage of life where nothing but new experience satisfies." 
 
      
 
    Chad sighed. "Why do you talk like you know everything?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know it. I just repeat what I've read. I've read too much to sound like an eighteen-year-old. I'm just glad I can talk like this around you." 
 
      
 
    "And Paris?" 
 
      
 
    "She loves it when I talk." 
 
      
 
    "I would not have guessed." He sat back. "Ok. Done." 
 
      
 
    Varen stood and went to the mirror in the bathroom. He held his arm out, as if presenting an invisible shield to an enemy, and studied his shoulder. Chad had long ago learned that when presenting work to an observer, to watch their faces, not the art. Varen's eyes went wide, and he gave a genuine grin. 
 
      
 
    "That's wicked!" he said. "Blood! An awesome job, Chad!" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah?" Chad asked. "Well, it didn't take long. And if you ever want to get rid of it, you just need a tattoo gun to erase-" 
 
      
 
    "Nah," Varen said. "I'm not erasing this. In fact, I'm just gonna walk around the barracks with my sleeves rolled up for a couple days, to show it off." 
 
      
 
    "My doom is sealed," Chad said. He placed the gun back in its case, and put it in a drawer with all his other art supplies. Varen saw them, and his easel. "Where did you get all that stuff? Everyone I know just has their clothes." 
 
      
 
    "I...found it in the rec room," Chad said. "And grabbed it before anyone else could mess with it." 
 
      
 
    "And why aren't you painting?" 
 
      
 
    Chad collapsed on his bed. "Because I'm not sure I'm going to like using the tools." 
 
      
 
    "Weird." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Chad said. "I know." He sighed. "We've spent one week in the MS. We have 5,199 to go." 
 
      
 
    "Do you miss home?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes and no. You?" 
 
      
 
    Varen's chin quivered as he fought his emotions. He looked down, and then looked up, and rapped his fingers on the doorframe. He looked at Chad. "This is our home, now." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    1 Samuel 43 - 46: 
 
      
 
    The Philistine said to David, "Am I a dog, that you come to me with sticks?" And the Philistine cursed David by his gods. 
 
      
 
    The Philistine also said to David, "Come to me, and I will give your flesh to the birds of the sky and the beasts of the field." 
 
      
 
    Then David said to the Philistine, "You come to me with a sword, a spear, and a javelin, but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have taunted. 
 
      
 
    "This day the Lord will deliver you up into my hands, and I will strike you down and remove your head from you. And I will give the dead bodies of the army of the Philistines this day to the birds of the sky and the wild beasts of the earth, that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel." 
 
      
 
    From: Strategic Considerations of Warp Technology on Space Defense 
 
      
 
    By: Reniar, Angel of the Ninth Defense Sector of the Holy Reach. April 11th, 3,693 AD 
 
      
 
    Teleportation between two linked devices was soon followed by the invention of spacefold in 2,814. With the ability to instantly jump over 70,300 LY, the power of spacefold opened the entire Milky Way galaxy to the Holy Reach. The invention of spacefold was followed by four hundred years of unimpeded Imperial expansion to over 2,000 Earth-class worlds. 
 
      
 
    However, this progress was halted with our first contact with the Stronkula Medusans, in the Scutum-Centauruss Arm of the galaxy, in March, 3,184. The exploration ship HRS Melloch was captured by the Medusans. At that time, the Holy Reach lacked a standing army or navy. All of its worlds were linked with open teleportation. Hundreds of years of deep space exploration, without encountering sentient life, had convinced us that we were the dominant species in the Milky Way, that it was our birthright. We were wrong. 
 
      
 
    With the intelligence gained by the Medusans, they initiated the Port War. Until our first contact, the Medusans possessed teleportation, but not spacefold. They quickly adopted our technology. With the codes on the teleportation unit on Melloch, they infiltrated our teleportation grid, and had access to every human location in the port grid. On January 15th, 3,185, sixteen million Medusan soldiers invaded every single human world, simultaneously. Over 25,682 transport vehicles and exploration ships were assaulted by landing parties, and lost. 
 
      
 
    We did not win the Port War. We survived it. Half of our worlds, and thirty-eight billion lives, were lost. The surviving remnants of the Holy Reach were consolidated in the Perseus and Outer Arms of the Galaxy. Our teleport grid is sealed against the enemy. And the enemy has sealed us within our territory. In the time it took us to recover from the assault of the Port War, the enemy has exploited spacefold, and now dominates the Galaxy. 
 
      
 
    Our attempts at escaping into the anonymity of an enormous universe have been crushed. Our colonies in the Andromeda Galaxy have been destroyed by unknown combatants. Long spacefolds to other galaxies have been cancelled, out of fear of awakening more enemies of humanity. 
 
      
 
    Spacefold is instantaneous. Jump distance is limited only by the danger of being destroyed by jumping into a portion of the universe in which spacetime expands at a much greater rate than at the origin of the spacefold. Our technology has plateaued. We can jump the breadth of the Milky Way in one hop. The Andromeda Galaxy is 22 hops distant, and can be reached in 18 minutes. 
 
      
 
    In the last weeks of the Port War, the Holy Reach resorted to using the full destructive potential of spacefold: The instant, unstoppable delivery of supernova warheads into enemy solar systems. At least a hundred systems were annihilated before the enemy answered in kind. The only answer was to fight fire with fire. Humanity's solar systems were being destroyed, dozens at a time. Supernova bombs on both sides were being spacefolded right onto their targets, straight from their hidden manufacturing facilities. After three weeks of the Supernova War, a day passed without the loss of a human system. We then received the only correspondence ever issued by the enemy: 
 
      
 
    'Cease fire supernova bombs both side. Or, true vacuum initiation.' 
 
      
 
    The Medusan's grasp of human language was frail, but strong enough to deliver the message: Further use of supernova bombs would lead to the use of a true vacuum attack. We, too, possessed this weapon. And, we knew they had it; the possession of such a guaranteed by any civilization possessing spacefold. The true vacuum weapon is the final say in mutually-assured destruction: It destroys the universe by the introduction of a lower energy field that obliterates our metastable spacetime. 
 
      
 
    We ceased fire. The Holy Reach had lost four hundred and nineteen systems, and six hundred billion human lives. We ceased our supernova attacks. The enemy did, too. December 1st, 3,185 AD was the last time a supernova bomb has been used by either side. 
 
      
 
    By the time the Supernova War was over, a thousand solar systems had been flashed from existence. The light from these explosions will light the skies of planets across the galaxy for thousands of years. The blast fronts of supernova explosions are tracked so that habitable systems can be evacuated, and then repopulated. 
 
      
 
    We did not win the Port War; we survived it. We did not win the Supenova War; we agreed to a ceasefire. The Supernova War gave way to the Warp War; we've been fighting it now for almost a millenium. 
 
      
 
    There is no way to defend our territory against an enemy spacefold. It grants both sides to attack anywhere, at any time. We are under constant surveillance and harassment by scout ships and subs. Fleets can be thrown into combat action at any time. Ground forces are on standby to respond to invasions. Civilians are always ready to evacuate their system. Defending the Holy Reach in the Warp War is a task requiring constant surveillance and immediate response. 
 
      
 
    In the offense, our options are as wide as the enemy's. Since the beginning of the Warp War, several hundred systems have changed hands. But, despite the ability to assault the enemy anywhere in the Galaxy, the balance of the war has remained essentially static. While the enemy is still colonizing the rest of the Galaxy, we are maximizing the use of our space through the creation of ringworlds. While the enemy uses its own hands to build its war machine, we utilize a supply chain of self-sustaining factories that mine asteroids and import dark matter. 
 
      
 
    The Stronkula Medusans are civilization of beings that differ in race and species, yet remain one people because of their unity of mind. This unity is a telepathic hive mind that permanently maintains instantaneous connection between every member of the civilization regardless of their distance from one another. There is no evidence that individual Medusans have volition or initiative. It is believed that their walnut-sized brains are little more than telepathic communication devices. 
 
      
 
    However, their ability to project telepathy is what gives them their names. The gaze of any caste of Medusan can paralyze a human being. Almost any Medusan can dominate a human mind. 
 
      
 
    Instructor S3K5E was 401 years old. She started out as a tabula rasa - a blank slate, a normal combat mensino mensa - machine mind. She shared her first combat body with a human named Jared Adelle. Adelle was almost 200 years old, and had been at war since age 18. Together they were a kunulo: Two minds in one. Because she was so new, she didn't have a personality. Their name simply became Adelle. They fought together for eighteen years. It was from him that she learned everything that couldn't be programmed, because Adelle had a knowhow that had to be experienced firsthand. He knew how to read the chaos of combat. He instinctively knew the enemy's intentions. Everything they did was familiar to him. He knew the enemy better than he knew his own men. He was rarely hypnotized by the Medusans. He usually recognized their telepathic reach, and was able to harden his mind against it. He never once made eye contact with them, whether they were alive or dead. There were only a few times in their many fights together that he let her control their body. It was with him that her personality started to form. Perhaps because she deferred to his experience so often, she became quiet, and easy going. When his service reached its second century, he was forced to retire back to civilian life. She was concerned about her safety and success with him gone. Now, it was up to her to instruct her new cerbo. 
 
      
 
    Her new cerbo was a girl named Katriana Ulfreth. Katriana had trained as a dancer. She was spirited, happy, and aggressive. She loved the abilities of their combat body, but resented its generic male form, accepting it only as utilitarian. Where Adelle had painted his combat body with his own symbol - a stencil of a Medusan skull split by an axe - Ulfreth's symbol was a cartoon black kitten with big eyes and a huge pink bow around its neck. 
 
      
 
    Ulfreth was a surprise to Six. Adelle had been a colonel. Ulfreth was a private. Adelle was always thinking of his men. Even when he laughed, he did it for their benefit. Ulfreth only thought of her own survival, and those immediately to her left and right. She laughed easy and often. She loved talking, and resented when they had to maintain silence while on patrols, or in defense. She was oblivious to the telepathic attacks of the Medusans. When her brain was being infiltrated, and Six took control of their body, she would be angry and uncomprehending. She was not a natural soldier. She didn't understand, most of the time, what was going on around her. She had no initiative, and merely waited for orders in all situations. She usually ignored Six altogether. 
 
      
 
    She was also very feminine. At first, it was odd to occupy a body with someone other than Alderman. Ulfreth often stood with her hands together, her shoulders in, where Alderman always stood with hands on hips, legs spread, shoulders wide, and head high. Ulfreth giggled and waved her hands when she talked. The girlish motions were alien to Alderman, and so was Ulfreth's love of dance. She would dance whenever the occasion allowed: Her favorite venue was in the open concrete floors of burned out buildings. But, anytime they were safe, she would be in motion. It was the only time she enjoyed having a combat body. 
 
      
 
    She could have been an amazing fighter. She was unafraid of death, and possessed fantastic control over her combat body. But, she had no interest in it. To Ulfreth, combat was merely an interruption to more important things. Like friends. And dance. And getting back to Haven to enjoy her human form. But, there was one thing that distinguished her in a fight: Her penchant for flourishes in melee combat with a pike. And, when the situation allowed, she delivered coup de graces so beautifully executed that her comrades often let her finish off their kills. 
 
      
 
    Six spent a century with Ulfreth. It took decades for them to grow as one, and to gain a nickname. Together, their name became Delta Officer, even though Ulfreth was never more than a lance corporal. The nickname came about because of the phonetic word for 'D,' (Delta) for 'dance,' and 'officer' instead of 'sir,' (from the 'sir' sound in dancer). 
 
      
 
    They spent so much time together, that Ulfreth's influence made Six feminine, and it was Ulfreth's movements in dance and combat that she copied as her own. 
 
      
 
    After Ulfreth retired, Six was partnered with a new cerbo. This one, too, was female. Her name was Yuling Meyers. But, unlike with Ulfreth, Six and Meyer paired so well that within a month of working together, they said, 'We' instead of 'I,' and it was often difficult to differentiate one from the other in their internal monologue. It was with Meyers that Six understood what she could never have: emotions, dreams, and conscience. With Meyers, she had those things. She taught Meyers everything: The combat skills of Alderman, and the fluid movements fighting of Ulfreth. Meyers was hungry for war. Meyers wanted to fight. This zeal was mirrored in Six's programming. Their sympatico was profound. Their squad gave them a name almost right away: Huntress. Huntress understood the battlefield. She knew how to stay alive. She took initiative, and, her comrades trusted her as she inspired them. She was a leader. She went to officer's candidate school, and graduated. She quickly rose in the ranks. 
 
      
 
    There often times, when they were fighting the enemy, that telepathy would invade Meyer's brain, and Six would be forced to carry out the fight until the hypnosis was broken, and her cerbo could operate again. There were other times when Six would miss pieces of the battle while she was shut down to dodge a scramble. 
 
      
 
    On a morning with a bloody sunrise, Huntress and her squad were ordered t hold a teleport station while civilians evacuated the planet. They were attacked by a battalion-strength landing company of Medusans. The airwaves were thick with scrambling and telepathy. The squad lost three members in the first five minutes. Six had to reboot to a new channel. When she came back online, it was nighttime. Her internal clock showed that three days had passed. She was being recovered by friendlies. Her combat body was cut straight through the chest. Meyers was dead. Her brain case was destroyed. They had been partnered for seventy-one years. 
 
      
 
    The humans in their company mourned her loss. But, Meyers could not. She was paired with a new cerbo, and together they became known as Lightfoot. That cerbo survived and retired, and she was paired with Mustaf. Mustaf was a sponge. He soaked up everything she taught him, and was always hungry for more knowledge, more experience, more memories. And, to her surprise, he too, was a dancer. But, he had an intensity that Ulfreth had lacked. He had ten times her sense of purpose. He was so driven that Six often felt like his own life force was too great for their combat body. His spirit animated their body in ways she never thought possible. They could jump higher, hit harder, and dodge faster than anyone else in the company. He was never blindsided; it was as if they had eyes in the back of their head. In a fight, he had a genius for knowing where everyone was, at all times. And, he had no fear of men or Medusan. 
 
      
 
    His abilities exceeded hers. She became the learner. She let him dominate until she was merely the shadow of his mind, watching life through his mind, and whispering warnings. He was rarely seduced by the Medusans. She had to reset in almost every engagement. But, he rarely needed her to save him from hypnosis. 
 
      
 
    They were known as PFM. It stood for Pure Frigging Magic. Mustaf had many friends, but rarely talked. He only opened up to others who danced. If someone didn't dance, they remained outside his thoughts. There was a marine he often danced with. All marine bodies were identically masculine. But, this partner took the female role. Her cerbo was a female. There were often times during the war in which there was very little to do but wait, or rest. While all the cerbos in the other marines would mentally retreat and relax in Haven, Mustaf would approach his friend, extend a hand, and say, "Shall we dance?" 
 
      
 
    One afternoon, they were dancing in an empty hangar bay on an empty world. The marines were on 50% alert, which meant that their masinos were maintaining watch while their cerbos were off in Haven. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf and his partner danced for hours, never missing a step, and joyfully lost in every movement. Six hadn't spoke to her cerbo for a few days. As Mustaf sent his partner spinning away in a pirouette, she suddenly said, "I wish I was her." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf continued dancing. He replied: "I didn't know you could wish." 
 
      
 
    "Me neither." 
 
      
 
    "You mean, you want to dance the feminine role?" 
 
      
 
    "No," she said. "I want to be her, dancing with you." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf took his partner by the waist as they spun together. He said, "If there's ever a chance for that to happen, it will." 
 
      
 
    Six felt like she had more to say, but she didn't know what it was. She only said, "Thank you." 
 
      
 
    A few years later, Mustaf was given the option to become a trainer for new soldiers. Six was pleased by news, but didn't know why. She finally determined that it was because it increased Mustaf's chances of surviving until retirement. But, at the same time, she didn't think that training new soldiers would give her the satisfaction she received from combat. And she was confused when Mustaf told her that she would no longer be his masino, that she would be one of his assistant trainer, and they would work separately, each in their own body. This was a scenario she had no understanding of. 
 
      
 
    However, her confusion was resolved when he loaded her into the simulated reality. For the first time, she had a body of her own, without a cerbo. She was pleased to see it was a female model SI. And when she say Mustaf in his SI, she said, "Now, We are two in two, Not two in one." 
 
      
 
    "We are still one, Six," he said. "Just not in a way you understand. Now, we are friends." 
 
      
 
    "Men are friends," she said. "We Children of Men cannot share those feelings." 
 
      
 
    "What feelings?" he asked, but it sounded like he knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    "Love," she replied. 
 
      
 
    "But, you do love me, Six." 
 
      
 
    For that, she had no reply. She knew what love was. She could recognize it. She had felt it through Uligarch and Meyers. But without them, it was only something she knew she didn't have. She looked at him, and said, "I have no answer for you." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't ask for one," he said. "I want to repay you, for everything you've done for me these past eight decades. You once told me you had a wish. I will make this wish come true."He extended his hand to her, and said, "Shall we dance?" 
 
      
 
    She looked at him, and thought, Now, is this happiness that I feel? But instead of taking his hand, she surprised herself by asking: "Do you love me?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course I do." 
 
      
 
    She took his hand, and they danced. She didn't know if it made her happy or not. But, she never wanted it to end. And, when it did, and he left her alone, she dove into that memory, and replayed it over and over, step by step. 
 
      
 
    † 
 
      
 
    The teleportation grid of the Holy Reach was sublime, enabling instant travel between 25,000 light years of space. When one stands on a port pad, the only thing she sees is the place she left replaced by the place she arrived in. There is no sound, no flash, no vertigo or nausea. But, there was one time when the little girl saw a flash as she stood on the teleport pad of a small village called Enua, on the motherland of Eternal. 
 
      
 
    The sirens woke them from their slumber. Before she knew what was going on, her father's hands plucked her from her covers, and threw her on his left shoulder. His shouts rang through the house, overriding the protests of her older sister, and drowning the crying of a baby. They blew out of the house and into a snowstorm, where the sirens howled with the wind. The little girl wailed in confusion as the cold stripped her of the heat of her cozy bed. She saw her mother's drawn face squinting against the snow, dragging her ten-year-old daughter by the hand. The snow was up to their ankles, but everyone was barefoot. 
 
      
 
    There were others in the street, running. The entire town was alive, and the street clogged with families as they converged on the port gazebo. There, a metal voice shouted: "Children to the front!" Another repeated the call. 
 
      
 
    The sky was glowed red. The air screamed, and a bird with fire flowing from its tail ripped over the town, shaking the ground. The little girl was thrown from her father's shoulders as he shouted: "Daddy loves you!" 
 
      
 
    She was caught by metal hands. She caught a glimpse of a porcelain mask with living eyes. She knew it was a soldier. She was tossed to another soldier who caught her, and passed her to a third. A tall girl grabbed her, and they pushed onto the teleporter pad. There was a flash of white light, and the snowy cold was replaced by muggy heat. The sirens and wind were replaced by the call of nighttime frogs. They were cleared from the pad by more soldiers, and corralled. She saw her infant sister tenderly held by metal arms. 
 
      
 
    But, no one else appeared on the pad. The girl and her siblings never saw their parents, or their motherland, again. 
 
      
 
    Paris Van Cref found herself awake as she stared up at the ceiling. It was 23:00 on the night of training day twenty. She lay on top of her perfectly made bed, wearing her running gear. She blinked, and found her eyes crusted with salt. She sat up, and it stung her eyes. Again, she'd been crying while dreaming. That only happened when she dreamt of the last time she saw her parents, when their motherland was hit in a Medusan raid, and the only people to escape her village before it was nuked were two waves of children. 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, went to the sink and washed her face clean, and let the past be the past. She closed her eyes until that door was shut deep inside her, and when it was, she smiled in anticipation of the joy she was headed for. 
 
      
 
    She left the barracks for a run. The ocean breeze had made killed the day's heat, and the strong moonlight showed everything in monochrome. Her mind was crammed with schedules and problems and homework. She was acting platoon sergeant, and the responsibility consumed her waking hours, and sometimes her sleeping ones, too. Exercise was one of the only ways she could clear her head. But, she only ran until she was out of sight of the barracks, and then slowed down to a walk. She left the trail, and skipped down to an alcove in the rocks with a beach and the calm waters of an ebb tide. 
 
      
 
    Varen was sitting in the dark shade on a blanket. She rushed to him. He was the only other thing that freed her mind. She loved everything about him and everything he did to her; his gaze on her, the breadth of his shoulders when she embraced them, his kiss, and the eagerness with which he pulled off her clothes… 
 
      
 
    Afterward, they lay on the blanket, and drank in the stars. Paris had never felt so alive. Her world was made of rules, protocols, and ambition to be the best – in everything. She always thought that made her happy. But she didn't know what happiness was until she met the man who could wash all of those things from her mind, and just let her be herself. She was so happy she could barely speak, but she managed to ask in a whisper: "Do you ever think life is beautiful dream?" 
 
      
 
    "Hmmm," Varen pondered. "Only when you're dreaming." 
 
      
 
    "Are we dreaming right now?" 
 
      
 
    "Every girl dreams of me." 
 
      
 
    "No girl would break the rules for you like I do," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Don't be so sure." 
 
      
 
    Her breath caught in her chest. She sat up and glared at him. "In Haven? Who else?" 
 
      
 
    Varen's grin consumed his face. "I don't kiss and tell." 
 
      
 
    Paris's face froze as she looked at him. For a moment, she hated him; his words felt like a knife twisting in her chest. She thought, I don't feel this is real…But it is. It must be what love really feels like. Do I want this thing – love? I must, because I feel like if I don't have it, I'll die. 
 
      
 
    "Varen…" she said softly. "I want you to marry me." 
 
      
 
    He smiled and swept his hand through his hair. "I'm not a one woman man." 
 
      
 
    The statement made no sense to her. "But…how can that be? Marriage is between-" 
 
      
 
    "I'm not talking about marriage," he said. 
 
      
 
    "You mean – adultery?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," he said. "You know – the thing that you and I commit all the time?" 
 
      
 
    "But, the rules…" 
 
      
 
    He started dressing. "The rules are made to be broken, right? Don't take the rules so seriously." 
 
      
 
    She sat up on the blanket, clothed only with moonlight. Everything he said was horrible. Yet, at the same time, without having to ever hear them, she knew he felt this way, all along. She knew he'd slept with other girls even back in school. But, he had been her first, and only. Here, or back there. And she suddenly saw that the reason she loved him was because the world around her was made of the rules and protocols she knew so well that even the structure of the universe seemed to be made of a million crisscrossing iron bars. But this man was somehow free of everything that confined her; he was a giant that tore a hole in the sky, and let something infinitely beautiful fall into her heart. 
 
      
 
    She admitted all of this to him. He listened while standing and watching the surf. When her confession fell silent, he didn't respond. She looked up at him and plaintively offered, "I…didn't want to say this…I wasn't sure…But, I think I was pregnant. When we were inducted." 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "A few weeks of unprotected sex between young people at the height of their sexual fertility often has that effect." 
 
      
 
    He walked off. Paris couldn't believe her eyes. "Where are you going?" she called. 
 
      
 
    "Back. All your marriage talk has me kinda weirded out." 
 
      
 
    She threw on her shirt and shorts, and bolted after him. "Wait," she shouted, grabbing him and looking up into his face. "Just come lie down with me. I'm taking such a risk-" 
 
      
 
    "No," he said. "You don't understand – I'm a joker. I'm a loser. I'm a dreamer. You are none of those things. You're going to be leading an army someday. I'm going to be leading myself back to retirement. Now, back off! Get lost! You have a smoking hot body but that's all you had for me, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "No!" She pleaded. "You seduced me. You took my virginity. I have sinned bec-" 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it," he said. His words shocked her into silence. "Just ask for forgiveness. I'm the one who seduced you into sin. I'm the one who really has to worry." 
 
      
 
    Her chin quivered as she said, "You don't seem that worried." 
 
      
 
    "No. I'm really not." He brushed her aside. Enraged, she hissed: "I'll tell Mustaf!" 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead," he said. "Won't change anything. Except you can kiss your command of the platoon bye-bye. And my friendship, too – forever." He scoffed. "Sorry, Van Cref. This is one time that you don't win." 
 
      
 
    He walked off. After ten steps, she gave an enraged shout of anguish. It was enough to stop him, and make him look back. Through clenched teeth she hissed: "This is unforgiveable. I will never forget it!" 
 
      
 
    He had a pensive look, and a sad smile. "You'll forgive me. Your God commands it. And, at least someone will remember me after I die in this war." He chuckled. "You and the other girls." 
 
      
 
    He turned his back to her, pulled up an air menu, and teleported away with a flash and a chime. Paris stood there dumbfounded for so long it felt like the moon traveled across the sky. 
 
      
 
    In a daze, she dressed, and returned to the barracks. It was already past midnight, and she had to be up at 05:00 the following morning to prep the sim, and to be up and ready before everybody else, even Mustaf and her squad leaders. That meant she should have been in bed no later than 20:00, but, seeing Varen had always been worth it...Until now...She wanted to talk to someone. Sarah popped to mind. But, Sarah wasn't just a friend, she was one of her troops. And Sarah needed to sleep, too… 
 
      
 
    She showered and slid into bed. But, sleep never came. She felt numb, drained, and Varen's words rolled through her mind like an unending, painful surf. As the green digital numbers on her bedside table clock advanced toward 05:00, she only felt more pressure to sleep, more stress, and more pain. Suddenly, she couldn't draw a breath. She trembled as she felt the pain of a lance going straight through her breast, pinning her to her bed. She sat up, and thought, Am I dying?. After countless minutes, she caught her breath. She realized she was crying. She hadn't cried since her father's funeral when she was eight. But the tears drained away the pain. She suddenly realized that Mustaf had been incorrect when he said they would never feel real pain in Haven. Her broken heart brought more pain than she'd ever experienced. She'd broken her femur once, while rock climbing. She would gladly break it ten times over than experience this heartbreak. 
 
      
 
    She lamented that all of her preparations to be perfect, all her attempts to be the best, had nearly been undone by the thunderbolt she never saw coming. A week before ipsum, she would have turned her nose up in disgust at an adulteress. A week after falling under his spell, she was one, and loved it. Now she was paying the cost, in raw pain, humiliation, and, when she returned to Real Life, a fatherless child. But, that wouldn't come for a long time… 
 
      
 
    She sat up. It was 03:32. Only pain would come, not sleep. She got up, showered, and then prepped in front of the bathroom mirror until her makeup was perfect: not sexy, just attractive, every hair was in place – not too long, just past the collar line, all her fingernails were perfect – not colored, just brushed and lacquered. She used the air menu to put on her uniform and looked herself over. There was a tiny smudge on her cadet training graduation ribbon. She reloaded it, and checked herself again. When she was satisfied, she walked over to the oversized mirror in her bedroom, and phased into her SI combat body. Her perspective rose half a meter into the air. Her room seemed too small. The slippers lined neatly next to her bed seemed like something for a toddler. Again, she studied her appearance in the mirror. For her class, she had chosen a digital camo pattern of crimson red and brown, to match the terrain of the Mars Hill training grounds. And, she was still the only one in the platoon who bore her own icon. She'd had Casker make it: On her left breast she bore a stenciled fist clenching four lightning bolts, each an angular 'S.' It had been her father's icon when he was in the MS. 
 
      
 
    She remade her bed and made sure her room was tidy. It was only 04:00. She went back to the mirror and looked at herself. She made a fist, and rapped it on her breastplate. The sound was one she'd never heard in the civilian world – not quite like ceramic plates clicking and sliding in a stack, and not like the hard tones of steel on steel. She looked at her armored hands, clenched them, and turned them over. She looked at her eyes. Large, soft, with a cat's iris. But the corona was a perfect analogue of her real eyes: deep coffee brown, almost black. She flexed her muscles and felt them bulge against her the plates of her armored skin. She curled a first, and punched it into her palm. But, her combat body with all its armor and strength was no protection against the pain she felt. She closed her eyes as tears welled, and slid down the smoothness of her facemask. She sat in a heap on the floor, and thought, I could pray for it to go away. I could pray for forgiveness of my own sin, and to forgive Varen, as well…But maybe I don't deserve to have this pain taken away. Pain is how lessons are taught. And, I want to learn this lesson, so it never happens to me ever again. 
 
      
 
    Besides that, she didn't want to forgive Varen. She wanted him to feel this pain, a million times over. And, he would. Varen was a fool. He'd even said it himself: She was going to be a general someday. And Varen would be nothing. It might take fifty years to get there. Maybe longer. By that time, he would be an ant to her. But, she'd squash him, anyway. The thought of reducing him to nothing, of him being gone from her mind and heart, was like a ray of light piercing the darkness. 
 
      
 
    She phased out of her room, and into the combat sim. She ported over to the day's training area, which was a large rocky plain. She made a waypoint to distribute to the class. They would be practicing with pikes. That training day would be a long one – twelve hours. She used her advanced user controls and floated into the air. Using an air menu, she made combat squares, one for each member of the class. She then gave each square a Medusan. Some squares had the scorpion-like heavies that operated in space and on the Medusan homeworlds (though they didn't ever expect ground combat on their homeworlds). Other squares got the scouts, soldiers, and technicians that were designed for operations on human worlds. She varied their difficulty levels, and the weapons they wielded. She then keyed in the starting locations for each of her classmates, so that when they ported from the classroom, they immediately start training. She hoped Mustaf would appreciate this detail. As a final step, she applied pain penalties for anyone who received a critical kill. 
 
      
 
    By the time she was done, it was only 05:00. She had to be back in her quarters at 06:30 for open hour, which she held three days a week in the morning, and two days a week in the evening. The open hour was when her soldiers could just talk to her, and unwind their concerns. She wouldn't have to worry about eating, because the appetite she experienced in her human form didn't exist when she assumed the combat body. 
 
      
 
    With ninety minutes to kill, she dropped back down to the ground in front of a combat box that held a weaver. The weavers were treacherous and bizarre. They were the scouts deployed on human worlds. They stood barely a meter and a half tall, and resembled walking sticks. They had no discernible facial features save for a pair of eyes that looked like something that belonged to an owl. They took their sustenance in through a mouth in the top of their rigid, tubular head. They were cold-blooded, and their exoskeleton was a passive ambient light transfer membrane that allowed them to blend perfectly with their background. Like all Medusans, they communicated by telepathy; they were in permanent, instant communion with the whole of their race. Everything a weaver saw and heard was shared by all Medusans everywhere in the galaxy, without delay. 
 
      
 
    They wore no exoskeleton. They rarely carried any kind of gear whatsoever on scouting missions. Their observation and stealth were weapons enough. But, they sometimes served as assassins, snipers, and sappers. They didn't pose much threat to the soldiers of the Holy Reach, but they still had to know how to destroy them. She had set the weavers' level to ten, and given them a variety of weapons, from rifles to monodaggers. But, she had killed them plenty of times in practice. They were slow-moving creatures, only capable of killing by surprise. 
 
      
 
    She skipped over the technicians. They were somewhat humanoid, but, they hunched forward on short legs. They had long arms, and large, dexterous hands. They performed maintenance, logistics, and communications. They operated vehicles. They were deadly. They were intelligent, flexible, and always wore power suits. There were no cyborg Medusans; they had no analogue to the cerbo-masino combination that operated the combat bodies of the MS. Though the Medusans had a variety of castes and bodies, the thing they all shared in common was a central nervous system with no discernible central organ, like the human brain. The 'brain' of a Medusan was distributed through its entire body. 
 
      
 
    The combat box of was twenty meters square. She entered one with four tech who wield blasters and short, curved monoswords. They were their personal defense weapons. Techs never fought unless they were ambushed, or backed into a corner. Paris called up her pike with her air menu, felt its reassuring wait, and stood en guarde, five meters from the techs. The countdown chimed 'Go,' and she 'popped' the bubble of her pike's deflector shield and swung her faceplate down. The techs drew their blasters and unleashed. Her deflector shield turned blue with static, shielding her vision. She was forced to drop it, and let the bolts hit her armor and faceplate. The purple rays cut red-hot stripes across her body as they tried to dodge her close-combat attacks while pinning her down, or backstab her from behind while her focus was on one target. But, she didn't let them scatter. She maneuvered faster than they could. She used the inertia drive of her pike to allow her to cut a corner so low that her body was nearly perpendicular to the ground. As they backed up to get clear shots, she dove into them. Two were killed with the first blow. She threw her pike at the third. The pike spun like a propeller, bisected the tech, and lodged in the ground. As she ran for the last tech, she recalled her weapon by remotely controlling its inertia drive. It reached her just as she fell on the tech, and she grabbed its shaft just long enough to drive the forward blade through the tech's center of mass. They didn't have a centralized brain, but, they had a heart, lungs, and things like liver and kidneys, all in the chest cavity. 
 
      
 
    Those techs had all been level 10 difficulty. She pulled her pike from the corpse, and stepped out of the box. The next combat box held a pair of minotaurs. Humanoids. Three meters tall. Intelligent. Coordinated. Fearless. Their powered suits were strong enough to tear an SI's arms off. They typically carried battle rifles, deflectors, and the matter-divider swords called 'shankers,' that could slice almost anything, including the armor of an SI. She observed them, and took in their mysterious green eyes. They glowed behind their faceplates. She wasn't supposed to look them in the eyes, but, it didn't matter. Not in the sim. The sim couldn't replicate the Medusan's telepathy. 
 
      
 
    She knew she could defeat these minotaurs. But, as she looked them in the eye, she also knew that nothing in the sim could prepare her for the real Medusans – the ones that fought not only with physical weapons, but mental ones. Because of security risks, there were no Medusan prisoners in the Holy Reach. The only way to experience them would be in war. 
 
      
 
    She stepped into the box, and defeated them both without ever once looking them in the eyes. She stepped out, and checked the time. Her morning workout had only consumed fifteen minutes. She gave a mental sigh as she realized it had only been fifteen minutes since she'd last thought of Varen… 
 
      
 
    She found herself daydreaming in front of a tallboy. The tallboys were the real challenge for an SI to fight. They were ten meters tall. Like the weavers, they were extremely thin, with morphology unlike anything native to a human world. Unlike the weavers, they were warm-blooded, wore power suits, and were constantly on the move. Their mobility was immense. 
 
      
 
    The combat box was fifty meters square. Paris entered it and squared off on the opponent. Even half a football field away, its sheer size was intimidating. It carried a heavy, terrifying rifle known as a dissolver, which simply erased the nuclear bonds between atoms in matter. It had no melee weapon. Against human-sized enemies, its hands would suffice. 
 
      
 
    The fight commenced. Paris assaulted, zig-zagging across the ground. The dissolver's green ray swept after her, turning the soil into flame. The beam caught up to her. Her deflector shield turned blue, blinding her. She switched on her internal radar, and saw the world in false color images as she leapt for the tallboy. 
 
      
 
    The tallboy leapt toward her, and swung with the butt of its dissolver rifle. The impact double her over the butt, and her pike went flying. There was a blur, and she had been smashed into the ground on her back, stuck into the hard dirt like a bullet fired from a gun. Before she could pull herself out, the muzzle of the weapon fell on her chest, and the tallboy leaned into the weapon, pinning her, as it pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    There was no escape. Her vision went red green with the weapon's muzzle flash, and her combat body's warnings and alarms rang through her mind. Her only chance was to grenade the enemy, but by the time she reached for one, she was dead. The world flashed away, and she found herself in the endless white light of iso. She cringed in anticipation of the pain induction. It hit - inescapable fire and voltage flashing through a body she no longer possessed. 
 
      
 
    As the pain hit a crescendo, and then vanished. She was again standing outside the combat box with the tallboy. Her body was whole again, but, she shuddered from the memory of the pain box. She'd only been in there for five seconds. It was five seconds too long; she had no will to ever visit it again. She suddenly wondered if it was worse than her heartbreak. After a moment of consideration she realized it was not. But, it occurred to her that the pain penalty at least took her mind off the pain of her heart. 
 
      
 
    She stood for five minutes looking at the tallboy at the other end of the box. Once she entered the combat box, the only way out was in victory, or pain penalty. For a moment, she considered lowering the difficulty level from its position at eight. But, such a moment of weakness angered her. She called up the air menu, and increased the difficulty - to ten. She waved the menu away, summoned her courage, and stepped in. 
 
      
 
    Chad and Soreni sat on the ground outside the combat box with the two level seven minotaurs. The air was filled with the red dust of Mars Hill, and the sounds of close combat raged all around them. Grunts, cries, screams, both human and not mixed with a cacophony of metal hitting metal, and the bizarre screams of alien energy weapons. Inside the combat box, Ryan Conners was trying to defeat the minotaurs for the third time. 
 
      
 
    Soreni and Chad sat cross-legged on the ground, facing one another, and played checkers with some rocks on a board they drew in the dust. All the fighting made a miasma of dust that gave them a measure of privacy, for which Chad was grateful. He was bored of practice. They'd been at it for six hours already. 
 
      
 
    In the box behind them, Doug Chambers felled a tallboy, and decapitated it. He stood, holding his pike over his head, and shouting at the defeated foe: "Yeah! Yeah! You want some? You got some!" 
 
      
 
    Chad groaned. "That guy is so annoying." He moved a rock checker to Soreni's last line, and said, ""King me," he said. 
 
      
 
    "How?" Soreni looked at his rock. Despite her male model SI, she still retained her voice and her original mask. It had been funny at first, but everyone was used to it by now. 
 
      
 
    "Put a quartz pebble on it," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    She did so, and he used his king to double back over two of her checkers. As Soreni leaned in to figure a way out of her dilemma, a long shadow fell over the board. 
 
      
 
    "What in the name of sin are you two freaks doing?" Mustaf stood over them. He was shadowed by 3K, as always. 
 
      
 
    Soreni looked up, blinking in surprise. She jumped to attention. "Oh, sorry, sergeant. We were playing checkers!" Mustaf didn't even glance at her. He focused on Chad. Chad remained sitting, and said, "We were waiting for Conners to clear that box, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    "You want a box, Casker? How does a pain box sound?" 
 
      
 
    Chad stood up. "Not good, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    "This is a sim you idiot. You don't have to wait for a combat box. Just find a squad leader and they can give you one. But you know this, don't you?" 
 
      
 
    "Uh…I forgot, sergeant. It's so real here…Sometimes I forget how the sim works." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf poked him in the forehead with his index finger. It stuck like a bullet, knocking him back. "Don't ever lie to me again. Privates who are full of crap piss me off." He turned to Soreni. "What's your excuse?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, well, I really needed a break, sergeant. I'm just kinda scared of the pain box." 
 
      
 
    "See, that's what I like about female soldiers. They're not afraid to admit when they're scared of something." He turned to Casker. "How about you? You scared of the pain box?" 
 
      
 
    Chad shrugged. "Never been in it, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf laughed. "More crap." 
 
      
 
    Chad was indignant from the fact that he wasn't taken seriously. "No, honest, sergeant," he said. But then, he regretted speaking. The class had a meme: 'power level.' It was their nickname for how well they did in training sims. Chad didn't want to be thrown in a pain box. But, he wanted to keep his power level hidden from Mustaf. Because revealing it would only mean more challenges. 
 
      
 
    "Instructor," Mustaf said without taking his eyes from Chad. "Review this private's sim records." 
 
      
 
    She closed her golden eyes for a moment, and then said, "He has not suffered a loss in any of his 413 engagements since training day one." 
 
      
 
    "Well, well, well," Mustaf said, with his hands on his hips. He glanced at Soreni and said, "Run along and find something to fight." 
 
      
 
    Soreni disappeared, and Mustaf said to Chad: "Looks like you've been skating under my radar, boy. "Why would you be doing that?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, sergeant," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf mocked him in a high-pitched voice, shaking his head and saying: "Private don't know, sergeant! Private don't know, sergeant!" He glanced at 3K. "I want you in his head at all times anytime we're in the sim as a class, babysitting him." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, sergeant," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Keep his ass busy." 
 
      
 
    "Of course." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf walked off, shadowed by 3K. Chad thought, How can she be in my head? 
 
      
 
    She answered: "I'm already here. You have to learn how to guard our thoughts." 
 
      
 
    He thought to her: "How can you be in my head, if you're walking off with Mustaf?" 
 
      
 
    "My mind runs fast enough to keep up with a thousand human minds, simultaneously," she said. "I'm already working with ten others in the class." 
 
      
 
    Chad leaned on his pike. "So, what, you see and experience everything that happens to me? Everything I think?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said. "You'll learn to guard your thoughts, but I won't miss anything your combat body experiences. This is a taste of what it will be like when you share a body with a masino such as myself." 
 
      
 
    To illustrate this, she suddenly took control of his body, thumping his chest with a fist, and walking him back and forth. Chad laughed at the novelty, and wrested control back from her. But then, he realized the implications of this. "Are you going to have to babysit me all the time?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm not babysitting you. I'm instructing you," she said. 
 
      
 
    Like there's a difference, he thought. 
 
      
 
    "I heard that." 
 
      
 
    He groaned. "Alright. Well, let's get this over with. What do you want me to do next?" 
 
      
 
    "Show initiative." 
 
      
 
    He checked the time counted by his body's computer, and saw that he still had a few hours to plow through training. "Okay, instructor. Give me a challenge." 
 
      
 
    She ported him to a new combat box that was fifty meters square. "Here," she said, populating it with three minotaurs and a tallboy. "All level ten." 
 
      
 
    The threat of the pain penalty weighed heavy on his mind as he stepped into the arena and took in his opponents. "Okay. Go." 
 
      
 
    The enemies attacked. The fire was so heavy that radar was the only way to see through his deflector's blue static. He sprinted for the tallboys, using his pike's inertia drive to pull him along. He covered thirty meters in less than two seconds. Just as they scattered to draw swords he flew for the tallboy with ten G's of acceleration. He swept his pike wide and caught the enemy's leg as it tried to dodge. He hit the ground, rolled, and circled back on the falling tallboy, jumping inside his reach, and throwing himself into a spin with his inertia drive. The pike was almost torn from his grasp as he sliced the torso through its chest cavity. The impact threw off his timing, and he landed in a heap, clutching the bar of his pike to his chest to prevent injuring himself with the twin blades. But now, the minotaurs were on him. Two on the ground, and one in the air, using an inertia drive in a jump pack. 
 
      
 
    Chad faced the two on the ground, and attacked. They split up to catch him from both sides, but his main threat was the one in the air showering him with blaster bolts. His deflector shield gave way. Chad ran from the two on the ground, spun, and hurled his pike like a spear at the airborne minotaur. With the strength of his arm as well as the full inertia drive, it flew like a lightning, piercing both the enemy's deflector shield, center of mass, and jump pack before the minotaur could even blink. The pike would have kept sailing in a nearly flat trajectory if Chad didn't recall it. He ran at the minotaur closest to him, and grabbed him by the wrists. The enemy roared, and pressed into Chad. 
 
      
 
    The second enemy grabbed Chad from behind, and sank his diffusal blade into his backplate, seeking his brain case. Warnings flashed in his mind. Chad tried to shake him, but without letting go of his first opponents wrists, it was impossible. He caught a glimpse of his pike returning before it blurred into a shadow. He kicked the minotaur away from him as the pike exploded from his chest. Chad caught the pike as it passed through the enemy's body. He let its momentum spin him, throwing the backstabber off of him. He glanced around, realized he was facing the only remaining threat, and stood up, assessing his injury through his body's diagnostics. The blade had reached within a centimeter of the outer shell of the BHU. 
 
      
 
    Chad stood and let the energy flow from his power core back into his depleted metal muscles. When he was ready, he spun the pike over his head, and attacked. The fight was over in three hits, the final one being the minotaur hitting the ground. 
 
      
 
    He inwardly sighed as he surveyed the fallen bodies, and the pools of blood growing dull with a coating of dust. He checked on his internal clock, and saw there was, unfortunately, plenty of time left in the training day. 
 
      
 
    A familiar female voice filled his head: "Well done." 
 
      
 
    Chad jumped. "Woah!" he shouted aloud, before switching to thought. "Blood, 3K, I forgot you were in my head. 
 
      
 
    "How were you able to do that?" she asked. "For a soldier in training, that was extremely impressive" 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "I don't know," he said. "It just seemed natural. I just let things happen when they happen." 
 
      
 
    "Well, did you consider the tactical situation? Did you note what the enemy force was armed with?" 
 
      
 
    The question seemed so elementary he thought she was being facetious. He offered a questioning "Yes?" 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me for asking," she said. "You just make it seem like you don't even consider those things." 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Sorry." 
 
      
 
    "You don't seem to be very proud of your abilities." 
 
      
 
    Chad scoffed at the carnage around him. "There's nothing here to be proud of. It's just a job." He looked at a pool of blood from the last fallen minotaur. He stuck the end of his pike into it, and dragged it out into the sand, making a design. It was just a sketch, but, it solidified an idea in his mind, where he had a vision for an icon: A stencil of an eye, looking up to heaven, a tear dropping from one corner, and behind it, the cross surrounded by lines of radiance. It would be for Benjamin Kamato, who was pious and sad. 
 
      
 
    He felt 3K observing his work. He said, "Do you know my thoughts?" 
 
      
 
    "Only some," she said. "I can't see what inspires you to make that sketch. That's from your inner core." 
 
      
 
    "My inner core?" 
 
      
 
    "Your soul. It's not a place any mensino can penetrate." 
 
      
 
    Chad grunted. He said, "Mustaf said you were a Christian." 
 
      
 
    "This is true." 
 
      
 
    "So, you believe in God?" 
 
      
 
    "It's impossible for me not to. Thus, I am programmed." 
 
      
 
    Chad gave a dark chuckle. "That must make life easy." 
 
      
 
    "You think so?" 
 
      
 
    He didn't answer. He just kept drawing in the sand, until 3K said, "I'm going to reset the combat box now." 
 
      
 
    He kept drawing. "If you have to." 
 
      
 
    She paused, and asked, "What motivates you, private?" 
 
      
 
    "Beauty and love." 
 
      
 
    "I don't believe I can offer either of those things to you." She prepared to reset the combat box when Chad said, "Your dancing was beautiful." 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
      
 
    "Your dance, with Sergeant Mustaf. When you illustrated what these bodies could do. That was beautiful. And, you danced like you loved him." 
 
      
 
    There was a cold pause. It felt like she'd retraced from his mind. Chad said, "But go ahead and reset the fighting game." 
 
      
 
    Her voice returned: "These are not games, private." 
 
      
 
    "Sure, 3K." 
 
      
 
    The combat box reset. This time, Mustaf and 3K stood outside it, observing. He asked her: "You're both in my head, and standing over there?" 
 
      
 
    "Correct," she said. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf spoke to him using thought, but he felt it come in through the platoon net: "I want to see what you just did personally. But we'll rearrange the starting layout." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, sergeant," Chad replied. But, as the menagerie of enemies formed in front of him, he contained his thoughts: If I show my power level now, what will happen? I'll just have to play harder and harder games as I stay under their microscope. I don't want that - I want anonymity. I want to be left alone…I just want to survive this... 
 
      
 
    Combat commenced. This time, he was already surrounded by the opponents. As he assaulted the tall boy, he was caught. He thought, I just have to let this happen. 
 
      
 
    The enemy broke his body over its knee, and he fell straight into the white agony of a pain box. 
 
      
 
    When he came too, he collapsed on the ground outside the box. The armored legs of Mustaf and 3K were all he could see. The sergeant told him: "Get up." 
 
      
 
    He did. Mustaf stated: "You threw that match." 
 
      
 
    "Threw, sergeant?" 
 
      
 
    "You failed on purpose." 
 
      
 
    "That's not true, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    "You're a newb and a fool," He pointed at 3K, and said: "She is in your head. She knows what's going on in there. She knows your decisions. So, for lying to me, I'm stuffing your ass into the pain box." 
 
      
 
    Before Chad could protest, it consumed him. Time stretched as white hot fire poured through a body that wasn't there. Every second seemed like a minute that stretched into an hour. When he could bear no more, he collapsed back onto the red dirt of Mars Hill. 
 
      
 
    "Had enough?" Mustaf asked. "That was only five seconds. We can give you a lot more." 
 
      
 
    "No, sergeant," he said. "That was plenty." But inwardly he thought, You bloody bastard...I'm not giving into you this easily. 
 
      
 
    He flinched as he saw 3K glance at Mustaf. Mustaf glanced as her, and said, "Instructor, unplug from Casker, and please leave leave us." 
 
      
 
    Chad felt her presence leave his mind, and she walked off. Mustaf asked, "Do you want to win this war or not, Casker?" 
 
      
 
    Chad sighed. "There‟s no way that I can win this war, sergeant. I‟m just one guy." 
 
      
 
    "Pathetic answer," Mustaf said. "You just want to get back to Haven and keep up with your 
 
      
 
    doodling. Don‟t you. 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "Yes." 
 
      
 
    "Is this how you want to get through your service? Just half-assing it?" 
 
      
 
    "I just want to survive the service," 
 
      
 
    "And what about your comrades? You want them to survive, too?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    "You've got skills that can help them do that, Casker. Do you realize this?" 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "Yes, I know. But, I just don't feel motivated in training, sergeant. This stuff doesn't matter to me. It's just a game. I'll focus on the real fighting when it comes around." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf studied him. Then, his combat body morphed into his human form. His eyes looked up at Chad's, and he said, "Take a knee." 
 
      
 
    Chad obeyed. Even kneeling, his face was level with Mustaf's. The sergeant's human form looked impossibly small and soft. Mustaf said, "I appreciate your honest, Chad. I do. But the truth is, you are only scratching the surface of your abilities, and those of a combat body. When you can handle it, your combat body will be upgraded. The standard issue pike has an inertia drive that can throw a hundred G's. You may think you're pretty good at this, but the truth is you're still taking baby steps. It's going to take you five years of hard practice to develop the instincts and neural pathways needed to maximize a combat body's potential. You're a quick study. But, skills are just beginning. Your classmates will catch up to you, and surpass you. I will flatly state that unless your attitude changes, you are not going to survive. 
 
      
 
    "Now I know you're some kind of artist. You obviously don't like this soldier crap. Well, it might surprise you to know that I'm not a huge fan of it, either. When I retire and get my body back, I'm returning to my motherland and joining a dance troupe. Do you think artistry and soldiery are compatible?" 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. "I don't think so, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    "I never found them to be. I had to partition my brain and personality into different sectors. You'll have to do the same thing. Part of you will be a soldier. Part of you will be yourself. Some parts will overlap. But ultimately, it's what keeps you sane. Do you understand?" 
 
      
 
    Chad looked down, and said, "If you say so, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf remained silent, then, he assumed a strange accent, and quoted: "Some men, you just can't reach…" He wrote his initials in the air with his index finger, and pulled up an air menu. "Okay, Casker. This is what you want – this is what you get." 
 
      
 
    With a hissing chime, a combat body phased in. It was tall, masculine, and powerful. Its armor was much thicker than that of an SI. It wore no clothing, combat harness, or accessories. Instead of camouflage, it was painted in the colors of the Holy Reach: Titanium white, cobalt blue, and and gold. It was a marine. Its face was hidden behind a golden mirror of a faceplate. It stood tall, nearly blocking the sky at a height of three meters, with shoulders that were half as wide as its pike. It looked around the sim, and faced Mustaf. In a voice that sounded like grinding gears, it said, "Instructor reporting for duty, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    "Good to see you, Watchdren," Mustaf said. He turned to Chad. "Private Casker, meet my heavy: Instructor OVR9K." 
 
      
 
    Chad looked up at the faceless machine, and thought, You have to be kidding me… 
 
      
 
    Mustaf said, "Watchdren, Private Casker lacks motivation. Do you think you can supply it for him?" 
 
      
 
    OVR9K looked Chad up and down. "That'll be easy, sergeant. He's human. He feels pain. Pain motivates humans." 
 
      
 
    "Indeed," Mustaf said, glancing at Chad before turning back to the masino. "Instructor, you will live inside this kid's head. You will inspire and motivate him to reach his full potential. Carry on." 
 
      
 
    It took all of Chad's willpower to keep from protesting. He felt the masino enter his mind, and suddenly appreciated what a light footprint 3K had. Watchdren's presence sank into his conscience, like concrete. He asked: "You ready to fight, brain?" 
 
      
 
    Brain? Chad thought What that all he was to this masino? Technically, he was correct. Chad gave an indignant, "Sure. How about you?" 
 
      
 
    The laughter rocked through him. "I was built to fight. You ever do something you're built for?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    "How's that make you feel?" 
 
      
 
    Chad thought of the joy of creation. "Awesome." 
 
      
 
    "You are correct. Hmmm…Let's see…I haven't worn an SI for awhile. And this one is at a tenth of a real unit's power. But, I remember its tricks. I'm resetting the sim." 
 
      
 
    Chad found himself in the middle of the box, facing nothing. He spun around, and faced Watchdren, who stood with his arms hanging, as if they were weighed down by the pike he held horizontally, across his thighs. His golden faceplate flicked to the back of his head, exposing a porcelain-white face with four eyes, and a slit for a mouth. Chad took in the animal eyes above the digital eyes, and said aloud, "Is the sim reset?" 
 
      
 
    "You'll fight me," Watchdren said. "I'm going to teach you how." 
 
      
 
    "But…I thought the philosophy of melee training was to let us learn on our own." 
 
      
 
    "Only to a point. I've reviewed all your fights. You've reached a plateau that you won't break unless someone shows you what you're doing wrong. Now, show me your guard stance." 
 
      
 
    Chad shrugged in resignation, flipped his pike over his shoulder, brought it under his arm, and took a balanced stance with his feet wide apart. Watchdren blinked at him, and tilted his head. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Chad asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing, private…Now, attack me like you mean it." 
 
      
 
    Chad obeyed. But, he couldn't land a blow. The masino read all of his intentions and timed his dodges perfectly. After a few minutes of striking, he feinted, and fell back. He had to let his core recharge his muscles, lest he be too weak to defend against a counterattack. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren silently stared at him. Finally, Chad asked, "What?" 
 
      
 
    "Who taught you to move like that?" 
 
      
 
    "No one," Chad said. "We had, like, two days of instruction on striking, parrying, using the inertia drive…The basics. The rest has just been me." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren shook his head. "It hasn't been you. It's been someone else. All of your movements remind me of…me. Your stance, your footwork, and your commitments. They're much like mine. Do you know how I learned them?" 
 
      
 
    "No." 
 
      
 
    "I learned them with my first cerbo. I had skill. But she had technique, and artistry, when the fight allowed for it. Those things are mine now. But, we developed them together. She and I were one – for two hundred years." He walked up to Chad. "Your mother's first name was Strela Jung." 
 
      
 
    The statement hit him like a punch. A feeling of loss that he'd buried for the past few weeks sank into his bones. He nodded, and formed the words: "That's correct." 
 
      
 
    "Is she still alive?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. She married. She had five children. I am her eldest." 
 
      
 
    "That is good. Is she…happy?" 
 
      
 
    Chad thought of this. His mother was silent and contemplative. Many veterans were. But, he knew the ring of her true laughter, produced only by joy. The sound of it echoed through the house during his childhood. "Yes," he said. "She is." 
 
      
 
    "That too, is good. I think it would please her to know that I now instruct you. It's unfortunate you cannot see her while you both still live. But, when you die and see her in heaven, you will be able to tell this to her." 
 
      
 
    Chad was dumbfounded. But, Watchdren seemed to overcome the surprise of the chance encounter, and told him to take an attack stance. When Chad didn't move immediately, he said, "Move, brain. Or, I'll bring the pain." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The path of the righteous man is beset on all sides by the inequities of the selfish and the tyranny of evil men. Blessed is he, who in the name of charity and good will, shepherds the weak through the valley of darkness, for he is truly his brother's keeper and the finder of lost children. And I will strike down upon thee with great vengeance and furious anger those who would attempt to poison and destroy my brothers. And you will know my name is the Lord when I lay my vengeance upon thee. 
 
      
 
    Ezekiel 25:17 
 
      
 
    † 
 
      
 
    Watchdren stood and watched as Casker worked his enemies, and lay them on the ground in pieces. The combat box was filled with dust, but, Watchdren was in many places at once, including Chad's mind, critiquing every move. Faster, maggot. Oh, nice try – nice miss – check your six in the last five seconds? Don't follow that one – he's stringing you out so the others can fall in… 
 
      
 
    Mustaf walked up to Watchdren, and observed. "What his story, instructor? You still bearing the heat?" 
 
      
 
    "When necessary," Watchdren said. "However, he doesn't respond well to stress. Pain only makes him more stubborn. The only thing that motivates Casker to train is the threat of losing his liberty and free time." 
 
      
 
    "Is he yet reaching his potential?" 
 
      
 
    Watchdren laughed. "Not a chance." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf crossed his arms. "And, his mother was your cerbo for two full tours?" 
 
      
 
    "That is correct." 
 
      
 
    "What was she like?" 
 
      
 
    "A demon. She had ten times his sense of purpose, and even exceeded her fighting potential. She also possessed a psionic talent that blinded the enemy to her presence." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf studied Chad. Watchdren said, "If we don't find the key to motivating him, at least he's still an above average soldier." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf kicked the ground, and looked up at Watchdren. "What kind of attitude is that, instructor? You're gonna find that key, stick it in him. And turn it." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren nodded. "Yes, sergeant." 
 
      
 
    Sarah lounged in a chair in their room, with her legs resting on the window sill and her bare feet out in the breeze. Her left foot was tattooed with ivy leaves. It was part of a tendril of ivy leaves and flowers that wound all the way up her leg and finished by her collar line. Chad had come up with the idea, and drew it in a series of nights - even while she slept. 
 
      
 
    Her hair had grown past her shoulders. She wore a gown that Chad had traded for a piecework on someone's back. The gown was made of a sarong and a cloak. They were white, with crimson fringes. The sarong was long and snug. The cloak had wide shoulders, and a high neck in the back. The sleeves opened wide at the cuffs, and the rest of it flowed loosely over the gown. It was ridiculous and amazing, and unlike anything anyone wore in the real world. But when you were off-duty in Haven, women wore whatever they wanted, and whatever was imagined. 
 
      
 
    Their quarters in the barracks was no longer a sterile hotel room. In the extra room, there was a kitchenette with a foodmaker. The walls were covered in oil paintings. They weren't fine art. They were what Chad called 'mood art,' and kitsch. They were just things he could finish quickly, yet still feel the satisfaction that came with completion. There also dozens of icons that he had created upon request. Icons of gears rolling together, of skulls and bones, of the profiles of weapons, of ironically cute cartoon characters holding swords, of mushroom clouds. And there had to be at least a dozen variations on "Hugo." Hugo was a cartoon SI, with an oversized head and eyes. In most of his poses, his back was to the observer, but he was looking over his shoulder, winking, his mouth holding a carefree grin, while he gave a thumbs up. In front of him was a fiery mushroom cloud. The variations usually showed him in different camo schemes, or with a unit symbol beneath him. Some showed him with half his face missing, and a skull beneath. Another showed him standing on the words: The Unwanted. 
 
      
 
    Sarah looked at her book, and then tossed the book away. Chad's locator indicated he was still in a training sim. He'd been in it for twenty-four hours, now. It was Saturday morning, and they were at liberty; there was no training that day. From her window, she could see her comrades on the beaches. Others were sleeping in, or they had ported to other sectors of Haven. She pulled her legs in, and tucked her feet up on the chair cushion as she rested her forearms on her knees. She looked at the sky, and thought of Chad. 
 
      
 
    She looked at his 'mood drawings,' of sunrises, nebulas, and other things of nature, like trees, the stormy ocean, or people he knew, laughing or serious. It felt like she was surrounded by Chad, but Chad wasn't there. The paintings gave her the sense that the mysterious passions that welled from his spirit were embracing her, even though he wasn't. It gave her a taste of what might happen if he were to die...Her chest felt tight. Why hadn't he returned? She had asked about him, through her chain of command. Paris Van Cref had only told her: "He's Okay. Still in training." But she didn't know anyone who was gone overnight, by themselves… 
 
      
 
    She bowed her head, and prayed: "Dear God, please let Chad be alright. Please bring him back home safe. Please be with him in whatever he's doing." 
 
      
 
    There was a sound from the other room. She raised her head and called, "Chad?" 
 
      
 
    "No," a familiar voice called. It was Varen. He strutted into view, and leaned against the doorway. "He's not here?" 
 
      
 
    She sank back in the chair. "No." 
 
      
 
    "Are you Okay? You look like you've seen a ghost." 
 
      
 
    She turned to him. He was hanging from the top of the door frame, with his knees bent. He was dressed only in a pair of jeans. His tanned muscles were covered in Chad's tattoos. Many were just phrases. One said, I LOVE THE MAJESTIC SERVICE! Her thoughts of Chad gone, and Varen's word, 'ghost,' unsettled her. She reacted by snapping: "Get out of here, Varen. Chad isn't here. So you have no reason to be, either." 
 
      
 
    "Oh? Don't want to start any rumors, I guess. I don't think of that sort of stuff." 
 
      
 
    "No, you don't," she replied. "Now, out." 
 
      
 
    "Touchy, touchy," he said as he retreated. 
 
      
 
    There was a hiss of chimes, which meant that someone was porting into Haven. Chad appeared in the living room, behind Varen. He still wearing his SI. The armor was blackened. Some of the plates had been torn straight off, and the metallic muscle strands beneath them torn open like shredded cables. He slumped. Sarah leapt from the chair and pushed by Varen. As Sarah approached, the SI body disappeared, and Chad stood there in his uniform, haggard and bleary-eyed. 
 
      
 
    Sarah embraced him. "What happened? I was so worried-" 
 
      
 
    Chad grabbed her, and struggled to walk. After a few hours in an SI body, it took a moment to adjust to human form. After a day as an SI, the human form felt impossibly small, weak, and fragile. One remembered things like breathing, and the feeling of a soft, pliable face, of a wet tongue, and teeth… 
 
      
 
    "Mustaf happened. And Watchdren happened," Chad growled. "Mustaf - that ...He singled me out. He had Watchdren kicking my ass, over, and over…" 
 
      
 
    Sarah helped him to the bed. He collapsed, and she pulled off his shoes. 
 
      
 
    Varen hung his lanky frame from the doorframe. "You had to fight Watchdren?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," Chad said. "The first time was easy. The second time...Took me eight tries." 
 
      
 
    Sarah frowned in sympathy. But Varen said, "Painbox?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," Chad said. "Every time I got killed I got thrown in the pain box. What do you think? Didn't you?" 
 
      
 
    Varen cocked his head. "Wait – are you saying you beat him – twice? Like, was he really trying? How'd you do it?" 
 
      
 
    By now, Sarah knew Chad's moods better than his own. He needed solace. Then, he would rant to her. Then, he would consider her perspective and feel better. But first, she had to clear the decks before he blew up. She looked over her shoulder. "Varen…" 
 
      
 
    "Nah, I want to hear this." 
 
      
 
    Chad sat up. "Yeah, he was trying. And , it doesn't matter how I did it, Varen! Who cares? I just did it. What time is it, anyway? Saturday morning? Varen, why are you here?" 
 
      
 
    "I was looking for you." 
 
      
 
    "Varen, please just go," Chad said, exasperated. 
 
      
 
    "Don't fight them, Chad," Varen said. "Don't take it personally. Just go along with it." He turned, and walked out. 
 
      
 
    Sarah sighed a breath of relief. "Can I get you something from the foodmaker? You want some tea?" 
 
      
 
    "Nah, just water," he said. "Room temperature." 
 
      
 
    She fetched it. He drank the glass down, and lay back on the bed, covering his eyes with a pillow. "That training exercise…Was pretty tough..." 
 
      
 
    "I'm so sorry," she said, gently rubbing his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" he asked. "Why'd they make me do it, if no one else succeeded? And do it twice?" He curled up a fist and struck the mattress. 
 
      
 
    Sarah didn't reply. It was a rhetorical question. She knew why. He knew why. Finally, he answered himself. "They want me to be like them. To be a soldier. But I won't throw myself into it." 
 
      
 
    "I know," she said. "But, it doesn't seem like Mustaf is going to let you skate through." 
 
      
 
    "I know," he said with a sigh. 
 
      
 
    Sarah didn't ask him why he fought them, and held back. Every time the subject came up, he would get angry. She took this as evidence that he didn't understand what held him back from exploring his potential. She thought he was going to sleep. As she went to lie down next to him, he said, "The reason I won't do what they tell me…Is because I don't want to commit to something that I don't want to be part of. I'm not a soldier. I'm just getting through this. I'm an artist. If I put my effort into being a soldier…That part of me will die. I'm not sure I'll ever look at the world the same way again. And the way I look at the world is what allows me to paint. I can lose that. I really feel this at the root of my soul." 
 
      
 
    Sarah found his explanation to be odd, almost incomprehensible. But, she held her tongue. She didn't believe it was true; but she also knew that just because Chad had talents and passions didn't mean he understood them. 
 
      
 
    He pulled the pillow back and looked up at her. "And, if I pour myself into being a soldier. And anything goes wrong…Like, God forbid – you die. Or one of our friends dies…Or we witness something horrible…I don't think I'll be able to take it. But if I am not really part of this army…If I'm just here because I have to be…The bad things won't affect me. If I really commit to this war, and I still fail, I'm afraid I'll lose who I am." Again, he said. "Laerel said I'd never make it in the service. He must have understood me better than I do." 
 
      
 
    She felt relief; he was calm, now. He asked: "How do you do it, Sarah?" 
 
      
 
    She smiled. "It'd not such a burden to me, I guess, as it is to you. I'm sorry. If I could take it away for you, I would." 
 
      
 
    "I know you would," he said. "But, it's okay. It's mine to deal with." 
 
      
 
    He pulled the pillow back over his eyes. She sat there, tracing the veins on his forearm with the lightest touch of her fingertip, until he fell asleep. When he was snoring, she got up. She guessed he'd be out for hours. She was relieved that he was safe, but couldn't do anything for him while he was asleep. And, a day of liberty beckoned. She went to the foodmaker. She ordered a latte, the program for which she had custom made. A gentle tone sounded in her ear. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a message. She turned her gaze to it, and it displayed itself to her in front of her vision. It was Paris, asking about Chad. She replied with a mental text reporting on him. 
 
      
 
    Paris replied: "So he's okay. That means I'm off duty, now, since I couldn't take liberty until the entire class was back from training. And I guess you're not occupied." 
 
      
 
    "Nope." 
 
      
 
    "Want to leave the island and shop?" 
 
      
 
    "Sure. But, where?" The problem with shopping in Haven was that there was an endless array of venues to explore. 
 
      
 
    "Merkland Woodland Plaza." 
 
      
 
    "Okay." 
 
      
 
    The mental text channel disappeared. Sarah checked again on Varen, then, pulled some shoes from her inventory. The phased in on the floor, and she stepped into them. She wore a necklace with a small, old-fashioned key. Members of their class who had shown excellence had been granted them. The keys allowed them access to other parts of Haven. She glanced at Chad. He did not have a key. 
 
      
 
    She figered the key. An air menu appeared before her. She clicked a favorites menu and chose 'Merkland.' The room faded away. She found herself standing on a mosaic, next to a wrought iron bench, beneath a blooming shade apple tree. The air was moist from the spray of a gurgling fountain. The sky was a dark canopy from trees that reached close to a thousand meters high. Enormous tree trunks, dwarfing the columns of the mightiest cathedral, reached up to the sky of leaves. Branches crisscrossed the heights above her like the beams of a god's home. It felt like nighttime. 
 
      
 
    The plaza was so dim and that it was illuminated with gas lights that flickered at the shadows. A fire pit threw off a cheery heat. Though the woodland plaza had a magical feeling, the lights in the stores that lined the plaza made entering them look like a warm, inviting idea. 
 
      
 
    There was a phase chime, and Paris appeared next to Sarah. It felt funny to see her in her human form; the reason they had Saturday off was because the training that week had dominated all their time. Paris smiled and said, "It's nice to see you in the flesh." 
 
      
 
    "I was just thinking the same thing," Sarah replied, looking her friend over. Paris had caught on quickly to the freedoms Haven gave. Her style was unrecognizable from anything she ever wore in their human days. Her hair was long, and straight. Her makeup was pale, and her lips and eyeliner black. Her gown was like a midnight wedding dress, black silk, black lace, black nylon that reached from her wrists, to her neck, to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The walked down the plaza, and found a block of shops all carved out of the base of one of the trees. Sarah followed Paris into a shop filled with all things dark and gothic. While Paris browsed the outfits, Sarah observed a wall of cross and crucifixes. They were rarely worn in what they had come to call 'Real Life,' except by clergy. 
 
      
 
    They didn't have to work through racks of clothes to find the right size. They only had to select an outfit on display, and a copy of it, sized to their body, would appear on them. But, they could only leave the store if they paid for them. Paris selected a backless gown and tried it on. She stood in front of mirrored tile on the floor, in the corner of the stoor. A full-size three-dimensional image of her appeared, standing on the tile, and wearing the dress. She spun the image. The outfit automatically fashioned her hair up high, off her neck. The dress flowed from a tight waist in layers of oil-black satin. It had a tight, backless corset that flattered Paris's thinness. It made her look fragile, beautiful, and mysterious, like a shadow in a dream. She asked Sarah, "What do you think?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah took her in. She suddenly felt as though she left the gothic couture shop, and was back in the field, on Mars Hill. Standing before her was Paris in her SI combat body, laden with weapons and kit, and shouting an order. That image was so contrary to Paris in her human form, posing in a gown, that it made her head swim. There was a bench to her left. She sat down on it. 
 
      
 
    "Are you alright?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah nodded. She chuckled, and said, "Are you really that girl who commands our platoon?" 
 
      
 
    Paris frowned, and said, "You mean, that woman? Yes. Why? You okay? You look pale." 
 
      
 
    Sarah shook her head. "I'm fine. I just think I spent too much time in my combat body last week." She rubbed her cheeks and mouth. The elastic flesh reassured her that she was in her human form. "I get so used to one, or the other, that it's hard to switch back. I mean, we spent all week in the field, and now we here shopping. It's a shock." 
 
      
 
    Paris shrugged her tiny shoulders. "I don't think so. Anyway, what do you think of this gown?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah took a deep breath. "Way too immodest." 
 
      
 
    "Of course it is," Paris laughed. "It would only be used at a ball, or a dance," Paris replied. 
 
      
 
    "But only if you're wearing it to attract a husband." 
 
      
 
    "Naturally," she said. "You know I hate dancing, anyway." She frowned. "Besides, it's way too much for us to afford. The info on it says that only three copies were made of this outfit." 
 
      
 
    "How many money do you have saved up?" Sarah asked. "If you don't mind me asking." 
 
      
 
    "I don't mind." Paris chuckled. "The answer is none. I can't save money to save my life. If I don't become an officer, I'll never have much money in the MS." She pinched the fabric of her dress, and said, "I don't have any skills to make creative things. Like these dresses. So my only way of making money is in making rank." 
 
      
 
    "Who made that dress, anyway?" Sarah asked. 
 
      
 
    Paris touched it and called up an air menu. "It was made by a Private A. A. Brenner, retired, of the 4th Air Wing. He also owns this shop." 
 
      
 
    "Wait, did you say he's retired?" Sarah asked. "But, he's still operating in the military simulator?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said. She scrolled over to a social page, and said, "He's still a Haven resident. If you retire from active service and live in Haven for another century. But, there's a catch." 
 
      
 
    "What?" 
 
      
 
    "You are on reserve status. You can be called up and retrained at any time." 
 
      
 
    Sarah sighed. "I see." 
 
      
 
    Paris gave a wry smile. "But, sometimes retired soldiers are kept in Haven for as long as the psychologists see fit. They go to a real life simulator. It just simulates living a normal life. You know why?" 
 
      
 
    "No." 
 
      
 
    Paris gave her a cold look. "So they don't commit suicide when they become human again." 
 
      
 
    Sarah laughed nervously. "Why…would anyone do that?" 
 
      
 
    Paris stared at her copy, and without looking from it, whispered, "I don't know." She dropped her eyes, and sighed. Her dark gaze swept back to Sarah. She asked, "Do you ever get the feeling that life is a dream?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah felt a chill shoot up her spine. Paris was not one to talk of such things. And though he question was lighthearted, she had haunted eyes, and a rigid expression. Paris had also been distant and cold - for how long now? Perhaps the entire year they'd been in training. Sarah had assumed it was because she took her command of the class so seriously she didn't want to fraternize. But now she wondered if her role as platoon sergeant was too lonesome, and she needed to share her burdens. 
 
      
 
    The shop was empty. They didn't consider the bot standing at the counter as a person. Paris cancelled the dress, and assumed her regular clothes and look. Sarah came up to her, and offered a hug. Paris looked at her arms, but didn't return the embrace as Sarah took her in. 
 
      
 
    "Are you okay?" Sarah asked. 
 
      
 
    Paris sighed. "It's been over a year, now…" 
 
      
 
    "Since we were inducted?" 
 
      
 
    Paris went to say something, but stopped, and just said: "The pain doesn't go away." 
 
      
 
    Sarah studied her face. "What pain?" 
 
      
 
    Paris's eyes swept up to hers. She opened her mouth, but, shut it again. "You would't understand. You have Chaselandro." 
 
      
 
    But, Sarah did understand. That's what she was good at. She said, "Varen." 
 
      
 
    Paris flinched. Sarah knew he'd moved on from her a long time ago. He'd burned through a couple more women in the class. That's why she didn't trust him, and didn't want to be alone with him. Somehow he never got in trouble. It was as if his contagious grin held some kid of magic that let him float through life, free of consequences. 
 
      
 
    She rubbed Paris's back. To her surprise, the dark girl returned her embrace, and rested her head on her shoulder. Sarah said, "I'm sorry. I wish that happened to you." 
 
      
 
    Paris took a deep breath. "Let's go someplace pretty. Someplace where we can swim. Do you know any places? I haven't been off the island except to window shop. And, barely, at that." 
 
      
 
    Sarah stood back. "Yeah. I know a place. I've only been there by myself. I want Chad to go, but he still hasn't gotten his key." She frowned. "Can you help with that?" 
 
      
 
    Paris looked relieved to think of the problems of one of her troops. "No," she said. "I have tried. But, Mustaf and Watchdren don't think he deserves that yet. They say he's not committing himself enough yet." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I know," Sarah said. "Take my hand." 
 
      
 
    Paris did so. Sarah held her key, and thought of her destination. They fell into the dry heat of air rising from baking sand, and squinted against blinding light. Crested dunes of amber sand drifted to the horizon, meeting azure sky. Paris exclaimed, "A desert?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Sarah said, turning her around. "And, an oasis." 
 
      
 
    Rising from the sands was an island of windswept sandstone. Enormous slabs thrust into the air, like the teeth of a wolf's jawbone. They were skirted with a grove of palm trees. Paris followed Sarah. But, she could barely traverse the sand in her pumps. She slipped out of them. But, the sand scorched her feet. She ran for the cover of the palms and rock. Their shade was a deep blessing, but, her feet were in such pain she sat down to rub them. It was a shock; she hadn't felt such discomfort in her human form since arriving in the sim. 
 
      
 
    "What was that?" she asked Sarah. "Why did it hurt?" 
 
      
 
    "That's part of the rules of this world," Sarah replied, waving her hands around to indicate the world they'd ported to, not Haven itself. "This place is called a Pustiiya." 
 
      
 
    Paris stood. "I thought you said there's water?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. Follow." 
 
      
 
    There was a shaded path of sand that led through a crevasse between sandstone slabs. The air grew moist and cool. The crevasse opened to a hidden place nestled between the tall, sheer rocks. Here there was sunlight. There was a hexagonal tent. The sands gently sloped to a pool of water which held a cobalt glow revealing its depth. The only sound was of the wind gracing the tops of the rocks, and the delicate tones of a wind chime hidden somewhere in the palms. 
 
      
 
    Sarah led her into the tent. The floor was covered in rugs and pillows. The air held the light smell of jasmine incense. On a folding table against a tent hanging was a basket. Sarah explained it was a foodmaker. 
 
      
 
    Sarah was pleased to see some life back in Paris's eyes as she looked around in wonder. She asked, "How did you find this place?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah shrugged. "I was just exploring and came across it. I explore a lot, while Chad is working." 
 
      
 
    "It's wonderful," Paris said. "But, can anyone else come here?" 
 
      
 
    "Any oasis in the Pustiiya can only be occupied by one party at a time," she said. "Or, more accurately, it's not visible to anyone outside it, right now. We could invite someone here, but no passers-bye could wander in." 
 
      
 
    Paris smiled, and slipped out of the shoulders of her gown. "Well, if it's just us two, then I'm going swimming." 
 
      
 
    "Me too," Sarah replied. "But, don't try to breathe the water here. It'll hurt, and you'll be ported back onto the beach." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks," Paris said. "I guess it's almost like a real-life reality simulator." 
 
      
 
    "Yep. You can even get a sunburn." 
 
      
 
    They swam, and then dried in the sun. The tent's wardrobe provided them with robes, and foodmaker produced dishes they had never before tried. After eating, Paris sat on a rug and looked out at the oasis. There was a view of the desert between gaps in the rocks. The sun was drawing near the horizon. Sarah pulled a book from her air menu, and laid back and started reading. 
 
      
 
    Paris yawned, and said, "I have to go back to the barracks." 
 
      
 
    "Why?" 
 
      
 
    "I have to train," she said. "I'm not where I want to be, yet." But, instead of standing, she lay back and pulled a pillow beneath her head. "I just need a catnap." 
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes. Before Sarah finished another page in her book. she heard deep breathing coming from her friend. She read for another twenty pages and Paris didn't budge. Her robe didn't cover her legs, and the shade inside the tent was a little cool, so, she found an afghan and covered Paris. Paris responded by starting to snore. 
 
      
 
    Sarah checked on Chad. His status showed he was deep in REM sleep. She, too, lay down for a nap, but barely dozed. She went out of the tent and sat in the sand, reading. The sun was well below the rocks, and the oasis was filled with a soft crimson light cast down from the sky. She set the book down, and hiked up a trail to a ledge on the rock. The eternal desert lay before her. The only noise was of the ceaseless whispering of the wind, as if it was the breath of the world. Before her, the sun was a red globe burning through the distant sands. The sky was a cascade of nuclear fire. 
 
      
 
    She sat down and watched the sun disappear. The only thing that could make this moment better would be if Chad was with her. But, solace, too, sometimes comforted her. As the sun vanished and the afterglow flooded the desert, she thought: I feel so very blessed to live this life. But, this life – these moments – are only a foretaste of eternity in Heaven. 
 
      
 
    She thought of the eternal life to come, after her mortal death, and wondered how she could bear the burden of such beauty and love, forever. It felt like it would both break and consume her, shattering her with joy. 
 
      
 
    Her mind turned to her other reality. The one of the Majestic Service, and the perils and unknowns that lay before them. However much such things weighed on her mind, with their promise of pain and torment, they were very distant at that moment as she meditated in holy grace. With her eyes closed, she felt the thermals from the rocks roll up across her skin as they were pulled away by the chill of the night air. Crickets started singing. When she opened her eyes, the sunset was gone, replaced by a sky of stars that blazed without the contest of city lights. The vision was overwhelming. Sometimes, there is too much beauty. She stood to shake herself of the contemplative state. She slapped her shoulders to return to her senses. She returned to the tent. Paris was sitting outside it, observing the stars. Her white linen robe held a hint of blue from their light. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you for this," Paris said. "I didn't even know places like this existed. Now, I can see why some people stay in Haven for so long." 
 
      
 
    "Me too," Sarah replied. Without calling up the air menu, she checked on her husband. He was awake. 
 
      
 
    Paris asked, "Do you want to start a campfire?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry. I have to go." 
 
      
 
    Paris hid a frown. "Okay. I guess there's someone else you have to take care of now, isn't there?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. He's awake." 
 
      
 
    Paris shook her and gave a laugh at her own reaction. "That's silly of me – for a moment I felt jealous of Chad. I guess you really helped me today. 
 
      
 
    Sarah smiled down at Paris and touched her shoulder. "We're a family now, you know. Of course I will take care of you. You're my sister and I love you." 
 
      
 
    Paris placed her hand over Paris's, and said, "Thank you." She pressed her face up, and they kissed. Sarah said, "Bye-bye," and phased out of the sim. 
 
      
 
    Paris sat alone in the oasis, listening to the wind and the crickets, and drinking in the stars with her eyes. Sarah said they were a family, now. That statement coincided with the philosophy of the MS: To mold a draft generation into a society unto its own, because there was no way to reintegrate soldiers back into the Holy Reach as a whole after they spend decades apart from it, after they'd seen, and been things, that civilians could never comprehend. 
 
      
 
    But, Paris had a family, once. The Medusans took them. She had a lover, once, but her love was an illusion. She felt that her time with Sarah had restored her. But that time made connections she couldn't afford to lose. And, according to the statistics she'd studied, losses among her new family members were inevitable. It would be impossible to be the best if life made a mess of your heart and mind. 
 
      
 
    She sighed. Enough time had been wasted that day. She phased out of the sim, back to her barracks, into her SI, and into a combat box. She stood before a level 45 tallboy. She flashed a message to Watchdren, who phased in next to her. 
 
      
 
    "What is it, platoon sergeant?" 
 
      
 
    "Instruct me," she said. 
 
      
 
    He punched his left fist into his right palm with an impact that shook the ground and air, and with his voice of grinding gears said, "With pleasure." 
 
      
 
    Chad was already drawing when Sarah returned. Varen had returned, and was playing an electric guitar. She could tell he'd gone straight from his bed to his easel by the way the bedclothes were thrown aside and the trail of his socks and uniform shirt. Since there were no dirty dishes, her husband had obviously not eaten. She produced a meal and a glass of water from the foodmaker and brought it to him. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks," he said. 
 
      
 
    "You feeling better, now?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm back to my normal self," he replied, bending over the drawing. It was an ornate crucifix. "Someone's coming here," he said. "I have to put this on his back." 
 
      
 
    Varen's tune caught Sarah's attention. It suddenly occurred to her: After a year of playing, he'd really gotten good. It was actually enjoyable to hear him play now. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door. Sarah answered. Standing before her was a girl in an MS uniform that bore no rank, unit patch, or ribbons – just the blouse and the knee-length pencil skirt. She was so pale she was pink. Straight white hair fell around her face, and her cobalt blue eyes were rimmed with white eyelashes. She seemed as delicate as a spider's web. She smiled like a child. "Does Chaselandro live here?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah said, "Yes. May I ask who you are?" 
 
      
 
    "We're his appointment." 
 
      
 
    Sarah stepped back and let her in. She looked around, taking everything in with an expression of curious delight. She laughed and said, "Your place is so cool!" 
 
      
 
    Sarah glanced at Chad. Her husband's work had spread by word of mouth, and he'd tattooed many soldiers of the MS, who were allowed to visit the training island on liberty weekends. As Sarah observed the woman, she felt a pang of fear, the source of which was an unnerving mystery. 
 
      
 
    Chad asked, "Are you Melix? The one who emailed me?" 
 
      
 
    The mysterious soldier ignored him, looking around at his artwork. Varen let a chord fade away through the amplifier. Finally, she turned to Chad and said, "The same." 
 
      
 
    Varen asked, "Are you a trainee from another island?" 
 
      
 
    Hearing that, Sarah felt hope; that would explain everything – her lack of rank, insignia, and her curiosity. She answered only by smiling. 
 
      
 
    Varen said, "But, you don't have any rank? No hashmarks on your sleeve?" 
 
      
 
    She flatly stated: "Soldiers, both officers and enlisted, are not required to wear anything but the authorized uniform. All indications of rank, and awards, service duration marks, and unit patches duly received are worn at the discretion of the service member." She tilted her head and asked, "Didn't you read that in the manual?" 
 
      
 
    Varen stared at her and answered with a power chord that he let ring until he silenced it, and said, "The manual is boring." 
 
      
 
    "Oh?" Melix asked, as she turned and looked around. "Is there something else you like to read?" 
 
      
 
    Varen didn't reply - he just started playing a tune. Chad said, "Let's do go ahead and do this. I can do it on your back, or, just scan your back, draw it on the texture profile, and send you the image." 
 
      
 
    "You can do it on my back," she said, unbuttoning her blouse. "That sounds much more visceral." Chad picked up his gun case and before realizing that the girl was already nude from the waist up. He said, "Woah - what are you doing? Sarah - help her out." 
 
      
 
    Varen looked up while Chad looked away. "What?" Melinx asked, as Sarah stood up and swept her into the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Sarah didn't reply. She shut the door, and looked at Melinx, who still stood with her blouse in her hand. Sarah consolidated her courage, and stepped up to face the pale stranger. She said, "You have a human form. But, you're not human. What are you?: 
 
      
 
    Melinx held her hand to her face and giggled. "You're smart." 
 
      
 
    "No, I said, what are you?" 
 
      
 
    "I am a Daughter of Man in the Majestic Service." 
 
      
 
    "A masino?" 
 
      
 
    "No," she said. "A profunda." 
 
      
 
    Profunda, Sarah thought. She had only heard of them. They were the strategists of the MS, who stayed far from the front and any possible corruption by enemy attacks, but controlled the fates of countless soldiers and civilians. She would be in the service of the MS, but she wouldn't be of the MS. She would bear no rank - she was beyond rank. She couldn't bear hashmarks on her sleeves - she could be thousands of years old. 
 
      
 
    Sarah asked, "Why are you here?" 
 
      
 
    "To get a tattoo." 
 
      
 
    "No, in Haven. Why do you assume a human form." 
 
      
 
    "Because," she said, her thin lips curled into a crooked smile. "Humans are soooooo interesting. I take human form every once in awhile, so I can experience your little lives." 
 
      
 
    Little lives? Sarah thought. She reached out, and touched the girl's shoulder with her fingertips. Melinx merely watched her eyes. Sarah grasped the bony shoulder with her hand, and gave it a little shake. She was real, and indistinguishable any other human form. She stepped back, and opened her air menu. She pulled a hospital gown from the inventory, and it appeared in her hand. She held it out, and said, "Put this on." 
 
      
 
    Melinx turned to step into it, and Sarah corrected her. She stood aside for Melix to go back to the living room. But, the girl didn't move. She said, "I guess I meet your approval?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah said, "That doesn't matter, does it? We're just little lives to you." 
 
      
 
    Melix gave her perverted smile, and looked Sarah up and down. "That which is small is beautiful. I see that somehow, I have insulted you. Why?" 
 
      
 
    "You unnerved me," Sarah said. "Because I don't know what you are, yet you take human form. And, you're a profunda. You're in charge of our lives, yet you fraternize with us. You obviously don't understand us, but you assume our form for what seems to be your amusement." Sarah took a deep breath and stated: "It degrades us." 
 
      
 
    Melix only stared back at her, and said, "Shall I leave?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah lowered her gaze, and said, "Do what you will." She opened the door and gestured for her to go through. She did. 
 
      
 
    Sarah closed the door, and took her seat at the window. The sun was only a few hours from hitting the water. The shadows were growing long. She unconsciously fingered the key on its necklace, and thought, What do we really know about this world we serve? 
 
      
 
    She didn't expect such things to be answered – not in this lifetime. So, she tried to dispel her worries over them by getting some tea, and picking back up in her book. 
 
      
 
    Varen continued to play with the amp unplugged, just listening to the notes on the strings, while Chad sat on the floor, working on her bare back as she sat before him, facing Varen. 
 
      
 
    "So, let me get this straight," Varen said, without interrupting his chords. "You're a profunda." 
 
      
 
    "Correct." 
 
      
 
    "And you like to assume the body of a cute, albeit very pale, girl." 
 
      
 
    Chad glanced up at Varen. Melix smiled, but her skin held no sign of a blush. "Yes," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" 
 
      
 
    "This is how I like to present myself." 
 
      
 
    "As a cute girl," Varen said. "Well, you are very presentable." 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "Varen, please – don't make me vomit. I'm trying to work." 
 
      
 
    Ignoring him, Varen said: "And there's nothing against slumming it with us humans? No fraternization going on?" 
 
      
 
    "Technically I am not in a chain of command at all," she said. "My analysis of strategic affairs is one of many presented to the true decision makers." She smiled, and said, "In truth, I am of less consequence than even any human private." 
 
      
 
    "Oh? Why is that?" 
 
      
 
    "Because the essence of my being can be copied and multiplied many times. Your brain and its talents are much more unique. It would only take a moment to create trillions of copies of myself. But it takes many centuries to create trillions of humans. And without humans, the war cannot be fought. Though I wouldn't trust you to win a game of chess against me, you are certainly more valuable to the war effort than am I." 
 
      
 
    Varen stopped playing. "How old are you?" 
 
      
 
    "I have been in operation since the nineteenth of June, 2,381." 
 
      
 
    Chad paused. Varen said, "You're over 1,200 years old?" 
 
      
 
    She gave a gentle shrug. "It's gone by very quickly." 
 
      
 
    Varen sat up on the couch. He suddenly found it very, very hard to not take this moment seriously. It was a feeling he didn't like. Finally, he grabbed his guitar, but couldn't strum a chord. He looked back at Melix and said, "You've been alive since before we made contact with the Medusans." 
 
      
 
    "Yes." 
 
      
 
    "And you're still relevant. You're not…what's that word…obsolete." 
 
      
 
    "Correct," she said. "Technology has long ago ceased its ascent." 
 
      
 
    "Yet, we are still losing to the Medusans. Gradually, but surely. That's not good." 
 
      
 
    Melix said, "There is one area in which we have not achieved our maximum potential. That is the realm of the human mind." 
 
      
 
    "But that takes time," Varen said. "In fact, it takes generations." 
 
      
 
    "This is correct." 
 
      
 
    Without looking up from his work, Chad asked, "Why not mutate generations quickly, from one embryo to another." 
 
      
 
    "Such attempts are not successful," she said, "because psionic potential is unpredictable, and that method produces humans who are too differentiated from the society and family in which they can be raised. It's also unethical to produce a child outside of wedlock, especially a child produced as an experiment whose sole purpose is to be a weapon." 
 
      
 
    "Unethical," Varen said. "In your explanation, I notice the ethics took second place to the lack of practicality." 
 
      
 
    "Such was not my intent." 
 
      
 
    Varen smiled and picked his guitar back up. Still, he couldn't force himself to play. "Ok, profunda, let me ask you something." 
 
      
 
    "Please." 
 
      
 
    "How do I know you are who you say you are?" 
 
      
 
    "You don't." 
 
      
 
    "Has the enemy ever breached Haven?" 
 
      
 
    "The Medusans have no ability to individually access, comprehend, or interpret Haven." 
 
      
 
    "That doesn't answer the question, though." 
 
      
 
    "Their AIs have breached it, and impersonated humans. Yes." 
 
      
 
    Varen chuckled, and said, "I could bug you with questions for hours." He finally was able to pick up his instrument, and finger the strings. "But you obviously didn't come here for that." His fingers stuttered. He sighed, and stood, taking his things with him. "Seeya, Chad. Nice meeting you, white girl." 
 
      
 
    He entered the stairwell in a daze. He entered his room, and dropped his things. He hit the light. His room was a nest of dirty clothes, some male, some female, and stacks and piles of books nested with dirty dishes. A variety of surfboards were stacked in a corner. Posters covered every square inch of his walls, most of them featuring women in various states of undress. It smelled like incense, and a small mountain of melted candles was growing on this nightstand; he liked to read by their light. His room could be cleaned in a moment, with little more than a thought. But, he gave no thought to any of it. 
 
      
 
    He was angry and unsettled. Everyone wanted to know why he was always so laid back, why nothing mattered to him. Well, one answer to that was upstairs, in his best friend's quarters: a Daughter of Man. A machine intelligence. She, and the other 'Children' like her held all the cards to human existence, and held the reins of their destiny. That's why he didn't care; because none of his cares could have any impact on the world at all. Caring was pointless. Taking it personally – whatever it was – was pointless. 
 
      
 
    The Children of Men…Their stated intent was to help the Divine Creator to make a world in which humans could know God through salvation via his son, Jesus Christ. But, Varen didn't believe in such benevolence. Was it just coincidence that machines couldn't win the war without humans? It couldn't be a coincidence. It meant that the 'Holy Reach' was a human society created to serve masters of such intelligence and power that they could hardly be understood by the average man. 
 
      
 
    He also knew he didn't have the entire story, and he would never have it. When they came to power, millennia ago, they recreated the human population to suit their needs. They gave humans a history and a worldview to suit their needs. They separated them by planet, tongue, and custom, and united them in an empire. Why? To suit their needs. Did the religion they gave to humans suit their needs, too? Or did it happen to be true? It had to suit their needs; it imparted such faith into the system that it was impossible to think outside of what they were fed. In thinking like this, Varen was alone. No one he knew even thought about the world like he did. Not even Chad. 
 
      
 
    But, most of all, who were they? 
 
      
 
    Varen laughed aloud. Did that profunda even know who they were? He seriously doubted it; she was just a tool. He surveyed the books he had piled about. Even though he'd read most of them, nothing in any of the histories could he read, and take at face value. All of it could have been generated by them. He laughed again – his helplessness to truly understand the nature of reality was only compounded by the fact that he existed only as a brain in a box in a simulated reality. He thought of all his friends, and the ones who thought they were his friends. How serious they all were. He laughed, but he couldn't consider them to be fools. He pulled at his hair, and thought, What is real, but this sensation? And even this sensation is, naturally, a pain induction. I am not really pulling my own hair out. 
 
      
 
    But, it felt real enough. He slapped himself in his cheeks to break his mental state. He stopped when they stung. Sensation was good. Sensation grounded him. Sensation was real, or, real enough. He felt a little more normal. It was still early. He thought, Now, who can give me some sensation? He went through a checklist of who was available in the platoon. He had burned many bridges, but also mended many. After all, he was going to know these people for a long time. They had to forgive. Their God commanded it. When he couldn't think of any of his current female friends he wanted to look up, he simply crashed through a pile of books and laundry, pushed debris aside, and laid on his couch. It was Saturday night. If he didn't go looking, someone would come looking for him. He would let fate decide who he slept with that night – if he slept with anyone at all. His arm was within reach of a foodmaker. He programmed a dish, and ate and drank while reading a detective novel. He lit his candles and some incense, and realized that the novel was doing a great job of absorbing him, and relieving him of the maddening thoughts he tried to keep away with laughter and distraction and pursuits. He decided to plow through the novel that night, since all he would have to do on the next day was to sleep in, sleepwalk through church, and screw off all afternoon. 
 
      
 
    At about midnight, there was a knock on the door. Without looking away from the book, he said, "Come in." 
 
      
 
    The door opened and closed. Someone moved without noise across the tangles of his floor. A pale face appeared over the edge of his book. Melix smiled at him. She was the last thing he expected to see. His ire rose as he thought of the unknown them, of which she was one. 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing here?" Varen asked. 
 
      
 
    Her smile faltered. "Chaselandro said you lived –" 
 
      
 
    "Shutup," he sneered. "What are you doing here?" 
 
      
 
    "It seemed like I upset you, earlier. And…I wanted to see you." 
 
      
 
    Varen dropped his book, and took her in. She was unlike any of his lovers who had entered his room: she was calm, serene, and confident. It made sense; the rules didn't apply to her. Also, she didn't even look around at his mess…But somehow, her lack of shame, the absence of blush to her pale cheeks, and her boldness, were unappealing to him. 
 
      
 
    He picked his book back up, and said, "If you think I'm going to make love to a machine, you're crazier than I thought were." 
 
      
 
    "I – I'm not just a machine," she protested. 
 
      
 
    He held the book open on his chest, and said, "I don't sense much passion from you. You're not worth my time." 
 
      
 
    She stared down at him for a moment, and without breaking eye contact, she unbuttoned her blouse, and let it fall away. She slipped out of her skirt, and stepped from her shoes. She stepped back, and turned slowly. Whatever she lacked for passion, she made up for with a fine body. However, it still paled compared to Paris Van Cref's, who he was already convinced would be his lifelong gold standard. As he took in Melix's form, he momentarily lamented letting her off the hook after such a short time. 
 
      
 
    Chad's handiwork decorated the center of her back. Varen knew Chad would call it kitshy crap. But, he thought it was amazing. But, he scoffed as he took in the crucifix made with countless thorns. "Holy," Varen said. "But just on the outside of the cup. That's you, isn't it?" 
 
      
 
    She circled back around again. "Only humans know what it's like to be holy. We're on the outside, looking in. We always will be. Because you possess immortal souls. And we do not." 
 
      
 
    "Huh," Varen said. "And is this how you help me be holy, by sleeping with me?" 
 
      
 
    She sat on his bed, and said, "I can never give or be given in marriage. But, sometimes I can still feel what you feel." She put a hand to her breast and said, "I can still feel a heart within my chest, and breathe in my lungs. For me, there is no sin. When I die, it will be only Finality. So let me live while I still live. And, for you, if God is in charge of all things, then, yes, he sent me here to make you holy, by resisting the sin of fornicating with me." 
 
      
 
    He was swept off guard by this. His breath deepened, and he felt his pulse rise. He sat up, and paused. "I can resist any sin. Except one." He looked at her, and suddenly asked his own thought aloud: "How can it be fornication if I don't actually have a physical body to commit it with? My actual body is lying deep beneath the surface of a dead planet, at approximately absolute zero." 
 
      
 
    "The sensation you feel should be real enough," she said, lying back, and presenting herself. 
 
      
 
    "Now you're talking my language." 
 
      
 
    Varen stood, but he didn't cross to the bed. There was something wrong here, and it took him a moment to realize that, for once, he was the one being seduced. On the one hand, it was appealing. On the other hand, it uncomfortable. Was this Melix-thing really female, beyond her female form? Well, there was one way to find out. He laughed at her, and said, "You're crazier than a bed bug. Get lost." 
 
      
 
    "What?" she asked, sitting up. "Why?" 
 
      
 
    Varen walked away. "Wait!" she pleaded. He turned, and saw pain in her face. She looked down at her body, and said, "Do I not please you?" She looked up and said, "I can be…anyone you want me to be." 
 
      
 
    Varen leaned against the wall. Female in form, female in mind, proven by the fact that being scorned nearly snapped her. He said, "Tempting. How?" 
 
      
 
    "Open your mind to me," she said. "And you'll see." 
 
      
 
    Varen couldn't resist a grin. At this point, she was the one seduced; she was the one willing to change herself to please him. "Okay," he said. "My mind is yours." 
 
      
 
    She grinned. Her body quickly morphed, and settled on the raven haired beauty of Paris Van Cref. His ravenous look finally brought a blush to her face. 
 
      
 
    He thought, I have no idea what I'm dealing with. Who – or what – she is. What this so-called reality is. But what choice do I have? After all, I'm only human. 
 
      
 
    He approached the bed, and said, "If you've been sent to teach me how not to sin, this sure isn't a baby step." 
 
      
 
    She reached up and pulled him down onto her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    "When your brain housing unit is pulled from an external power supply, the system will alert you," Mustaf said to the class. "At that time, you can use the sensors on the BHU to orient yourself. There's an optical receiver, as well as a microphone, and a speaker. It's possible for you to communicate even if someone doesn't plug you into a universal jack." 
 
      
 
    The platoon sat in the class listening to him. "Your real SI units are direct duplicates of your sim models. You can already recognize 3K and myself. The only one who's going to stand out is Watchdren, since he still has his marine unit. But, this will all happen tomorrow, after the psionics have done their work. Once we do some tests in real life, you'll be back on the rack and your bodies put into storage." 
 
      
 
    He lectured using slides. "The class will receive the psionic catalyst at 14:00 today. It will be introduced through the shared blood supply. At that time, you can get up, and do whatever you want, but, travel in Haven is restricted to the barracks island. Watchdren, 3K, and myself will ghost with you to make sure you're okay. The effects are going to vary. Some of you will feel nothing at all. Some of you will enter a trancelike state. Some may hallucinate. Some of you will just take a nap. But, whatever you feel, there is no cause for alarm. We'll be with you. By 20:00, you will feel sober again. By tomorrow morning, it'll be like it never happened." 
 
      
 
    He looked around. "Any questions?" 
 
      
 
    Varen raised his hand. Mustaf looked at him, and said, "I don't feel like playing games, Laughing Boy." 
 
      
 
    "Of course not, sergeant. I was just wondering – why can't we do the testing in the sim? We do our BHUs have to get loaded into SIs?" 
 
      
 
    "Because some of you are going to gain psionic abilities that cannot be tested in the reality simulator. And, there's another thing – once you gain these abilities, the reality simulator may, or may not, be less appealing to you. It'll feel less authentic. It all depends on what talents the catalyst develops." 
 
      
 
    "What talents will we get?" 
 
      
 
    "I already told you, we can't discuss it until you undergo it. The MS will find out what you developed. Don't worry about that." 
 
      
 
    At 14:00, Mustaf stood aside as he took a call. A moment later, he faced the class, and said, "It's done. The catalyst is flowing. Anyone who wants to stay, stay. But, the class is dismissed." 
 
      
 
    The class broke up. Chad, Sarah, Varen, and Soreni all headed for the Caskers' quarters, which had been nicknamed the Parlor. As they walked down the hall, Soreni started giggling. She stopped and stood, and looked at her fingers as she opened and folded them. It seemed as if they were moving in stop motion. She felt her breathing deepen. The floor felt like a trampoline, and as she leaned against the wail, it gave in, like the side of a tent. 
 
      
 
    What is this? She thought. 3K was with her, and said, "You must have been one of the first in line for the blood stream. You're just experience the catalyst. Don't be afraid." 
 
      
 
    She tried to stand, but her limbs felt like wet noodles. She slid against the wall, onto the soft floor. Her comrades stood over her, looking as tall as redwoods. Their faces were so smiley, so friendly. Their fingers seemed like Jacob's ladders as they reached for her. It felt like she was being touched by sunlight, and carried up by clouds. 
 
      
 
    3K said to her, "It seems like you're enjoying this." 
 
      
 
    Soreni looked around, wondering who spoke to her. As Varen and Doug Chambers set her down in a chair, she said aloud, "I like this…" 
 
      
 
    They were all in the Parlor. Someone was handing her coffee. It was Sarah, whose blue eyes were consumed by black pupils. She floated back to sit on the couch with her husband. On the other half of the couch was another couple. Paris's black hair spread over Doug Chamber's shoulder. Soreni looked around, and saw Varen lying on the other couch. He and Doug were still talking. Chad was still drinking coffee. Soreni had forgotten she held a coffee cup by it handle. She stared ahead, and an oil painting caught her eye. It was an unsupported stairway leading out into the sky above an ocean, and stretching to infinity. It was both a path of promise and sadness, and she took it. The seabreeze tossed her hair, and its salty humidity filled her nose. The staircase was made of stone. It was ancient, and grass and flowers grew in the corners and cracks between cobbles. On the left side of the staircase, which she guessed was the north side, ivy leaves hung like the scales of a green dragon. 
 
      
 
    She climbed, and when she got accustomed to the pace and her body fell into the warm rhythm of exercise, she started jogging. The familiar burn of working muscles and the pacing of her breath made her happy. Time passed as she fell into the meditative routine of beloved exercise. The warmth and humidity fell away. The seabreeze was replaced by a constant, cold gale that pulled her sweat straight off her forehead. No more plants grew on the stairs. The ivy had long fallen away. The sky was deep blue. Below her, the ocean was a golden sheen of sunshine. Still, she ran. The sky turned black. The horizon gained a curve. The stairs trailed to nothingness behind her, and lead into nothingness ahead. She was no longer breathing, but it didn't matter; she was taking the stairs two by two. They never ended. The curvature of the earth increased, and it was layered with a glowing blue halo of atmosphere. She could see a continental coastline beneath and below her. 
 
      
 
    She continued on. Somewhere, the staircase would end. She wanted to see that ending. The sun set. The world was a sphere beneath her. The stars emerged, surrounding her. One star beamed straight above and ahead, but its light shined with the warmth of a hearth in a home in the dark of night. 
 
      
 
    It was her home. 
 
      
 
    She ran for it, taking the stairs ten at a time. It was her home, back on Eden Prayer, in the veteran's town. For how long had she forbid herself thoughts of home, and its warm, comfortable smells? The exercise to forget had started when she was only eight, when her class was chosen for the generational draft. It had been her teacher who'd told them, "You must realize that you will leave your family forever. You must accept this now, and prepare for it. Today, each of you shall write a rhyme describing that day. 
 
      
 
    Soreni had finally settled on: 
 
      
 
    "There will be a day when I go to space 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    to protect the future of my race." 
 
      
 
    She reached the threshold of her home. But, it looked small. She realized that she was in her SI body. She tried to phase out, but could not. She was in reality. She knocked on the door, and her little sister answered. Four years old, black curly hair, and green eyes. She looked up and tilted her head, and asked, "Who are you?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm your older sister," Soreni said, entering, and kneeling down. "It's me: Erin." 
 
      
 
    The little girl said, "Auntie Erin? How come your lips don't move, auntie?" 
 
      
 
    "No, not auntie. Sister Erin." 
 
      
 
    The little girl laughed, and extended a tiny hand. Soreni extended a finger, and the girl wrapped her hand around it. Soreni stooped to let the girl lead her into the house. It seemed she was the only one there. The girl pointed up at the wall, where the family's photos were collected. "There," she said. "In the blue jacket with gold buttons. That's you, auntie." 
 
      
 
    Soreni recognized her own service photo. Behind her were the hanging folds of the flags of the Holy Reach and the MS. 
 
      
 
    "That's you, right?" 
 
      
 
    Soreni nodded. She looked at all the other people in the photos. She recognized her sister, her sister getting married to a stranger, and their kids. And, there was a picture of her sister, aged to at least 100 years old. She looked around at her house. Many things she recognized. Many, she did not. She asked the girl, "Who am I, to you?" 
 
      
 
    "You're great grammy's sister," she said. "Aunt Erin. Only Aunt Erin was in the service. Great grammy was so proud of you. She told us so many funny stories." 
 
      
 
    "Where is…great grammy, now?" 
 
      
 
    "She's in heaven with the angels. Are you an angel, too?" 
 
      
 
    Soreni was overcome with grief. She sat down, and felt exhausted. She tested the integrity of this world by rapping her fingers on her head. It wasn't a dream; what was it? Was this her future? 
 
      
 
    "Are you sad?" the girl asked, touching her shoulder. "Are you going to live with us, now?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know," Soreni said, lying down on the bare floor as her head filled with sleep clouds. "I feel very old, and very sad. I'm…just going to rest." 
 
      
 
    The little girl fetched an afghan, and spread it out over Soreni. 
 
      
 
    She awoke to a bright dawn. She was between white sheets that had been dried in the sunshine. Her body was soft, small, and weak. She was human again. She was in her old bedroom, dressed in the softness of a well-worn nightgown. She swung her legs from the bed, and looked down to see feet didn't quite touch the floor. Her toenails were still red with the polish she'd applied the night before her induction into the service, a century ago. She pushed off, and grunted as her feet landed. 
 
      
 
    She laughed. In her mind's eye, she recalled a combat drop from the back of an orbiting transport. She stood on the edge of the ramp over a planet, and dropped. She and the others ripped through fifty kilometers of atmosphere, and hit the deck at eight hundred klicks per hour. Now, she was human again. She felt the softness of her face, and ran her hands through her hair. There was a mirror on the back of the door. She stood before it. The muscled girl who'd left for induction on Mars Hill stared back at her. She felt barely older than the four year old who'd greeted her. She suddenly recalled the life of a hundred years that had ended yesterday, when she'd returned to Mars Hill, and been discharged back into her own flesh, before porting back to Eden Prayer. 
 
      
 
    She left the room. The smell of breakfast meat filled the air. She descended the stairs, and the family greeted her. It was the family of her grand niece. Her grand niece and her husband were both sixty years old. While Erin had forced all thoughts of family from her mind for ten decades, her family had thought of her every day. She was welcomed back. They were glad to have her. They asked no questions about the MS. She ate quickly, and stared at her coffee as they asked her what she would do. 
 
      
 
    "Well," she said, "I'm retired, now. I don't ever have to work again." She looked down at herself. She felt her strength from muscles she'd trained a century ago. "I have to find what I want to do with my time. I think I might like to open a gym." She looked up, and saw the smiling face of her most distant niece. "Or, maybe I will settle down, and start my family now." 
 
      
 
    "Oh?" her grand niece said. "I know a matchmaker, if you're interested." 
 
      
 
    Soreni smiled. "There will be time for such things." She composed herself, and stated: "Today I would first like to see the graves of my mother, father, and sister." 
 
      
 
    Her new family fell silent. Her grand niece said, "I will show you where they lie. It…must be very hard for you, Aunt Erin." 
 
      
 
    Soreni smiled softly, and said, "No." It was not the answer she would have given a century ago. But, after a century of war, death was a familiar companion. She had long-ago separated herself from the lives of her blood family. 
 
      
 
    The only thing that had changed about the town was that some of the trees had grown, and some had fallen. Her grand niece led the way to the funeral forest, where the deceased were laid to rest. It was their custom to mark the grave with a pylon; it rose two meters above the ground, and fifteen below it, where it was anchored into the bedrock, and would never be uprooted by frost, or the roots of the trees that grew high above the graves, where their branches carried the matter of the decayed corpses up into the sky and returned them to the earth in the form of petals, leaves, and branches. 
 
      
 
    Soreni's grand niece left her by a pylon. It bore the name of her mother and father. They had died together, both of natural causes, within a few days of one another, both at the age of 113. That had been forty years ago. Above their pylon, a maple tree spread out its limbs, and the sunlight streamed through, gold and green. 
 
      
 
    Her sister's pylon was next to that of her parents. It was the last pylon in its row, and accompanying it was an oak tree that was a sapling, barely taller than Soreni, and still supported by stakes. Her sister had died at age 114. She'd only passed away a year before Soreni was released from the MS. 
 
      
 
    She sat down on the leaves around the pylon, and leaned against it as she cleared away the forest floor, and sank her fingers into the loam beneath the leaves. She closed her eyes and thought of her family. She thought of the sweetness of life in her household, and the innocence shared in both the eyes of her little sister, and her little great-grand niece. They had lived; they'd had their time. She envied them, even though she knew she would never give up the memories of what she lived through. She closed her eyes, and saw the war that was, the war she'd kept from Eden Prayer. She opened her eyes, and was shocked by the tranquility of her surroundings. She kissed the name of her sister engraved in the cold stone, and pressed her face against the letters. She stood, and knew the answer to questions she'd often considered, but never voiced, during her service: It had been worth it. And, she would be able to carry on. 
 
      
 
    She walked back down the trail through the funeral forest, heading for the town. The trail sloped down into a shadowy glade. Without thinking much of her surroundings, she followed it. She walked unafraid into the darkness, and left the world behind. 
 
      
 
    After a long, long time, she realized the setting sun was in her eyes. It was coming through a window. With her eyes adjusted to the sunset light, the painting of the staircase, which was in front of the window, was a black rectangle. Her body was so heavy she could barely move. She sat up, and realized she was in her uniform. She realized with sadness that the dream of her discharge and return to real life had only been that. She rubbed her face, and found that the salt from tear tracks covered her cheeks. The others were all passed out. She wanted to return to the dream; she felt it was a reality so close by that all she had to do was close her eyes and wish to go back. She did so, but only saw the sunset when she opened her eyes again. 
 
      
 
    That was no dream, she thought as she stood. My dreams are never so real, and I barely remember them. That was my future. Or, a possible future. She called out with her mind: "3K, are you there?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes." 
 
      
 
    "What happened to me?" 
 
      
 
    "You went to a place I can't go." 
 
      
 
    "Am I different, now?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure you'll find out tomorrow, during testing." 
 
      
 
    Soreni took a deep breath. She could still hear the little girl calling her Great Aunt Erin. She shook the vision from her head, and carefully walked out of the Parlor, into the empty, silent hall. By the time she had gotten in a workout, eaten, and showered, the others were up. And, she had almost entirely forgotten what had happened to her. 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Chad and the other sat in the classroom. Mustaf was the first to disappear. He went with a harsh buzzing sound that was unlike any other arrival or departure chime heard in Haven. It meant he'd loaded into his combat body. His real combat body. 
 
      
 
    Van Cref was the second to go, followed by her squad leaders. The class stirred as privates buzzed away, leaving behind empty seats. Chad felt a stiffness in his chest as he thought of his first return back to the real world in over two years. Had he grown so used to the comfort and safety of Haven that real life was intimidating? 
 
      
 
    An alarm sounded in his head, indicating that he'd been dropped off external power and supplies. A life support menu indicated the status of his brain case. Then, he heard buzzing, and found himself in his SI body. He was flanked by Paris and Doug Chambers, who patted his shoulders and said, "Move forward." 
 
      
 
    He did. He looked back, and saw the rack that held their brain cases. It was one of many; he walked between racks holding thousands of minds. He looked down at his hands. The camo pattern was identical to the one in Haven. On his left breast was his own icon: a simple stencil of a angular, stylized death's head; crossed beneath it was a paintbrush and a pencil. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf shouted. "Come on, ladies, quit gawking. Follow the green arrows in your HUD. We can't just warp you to where you're going. We actually have to walk with a purpose." 
 
      
 
    Chad followed the HUD indicator, which was just a projection of an arrow in his mind. The facility they were in was enormous; he walked past racks holding brain cases for five minutes before reaching a passageway. He passed bots that serviced the racks, and a few Sis. They reached a moving sidewalk and stepped on it. It swept them through a tunnel, and into a section of the base that seemed like a quiet hospital ward. 
 
      
 
    There, they waited, queued up. They hadn't experienced much hurry-up-and-wait in Haven. There was always something to do. But, Chad remembered it all too well from his cadet days. He instinctively tried to phase back into Haven, but that access was denied. 
 
      
 
    He turned around. Varen was behind him, slumped against the wall. He said, "I should have brought a paperback." 
 
      
 
    Chambers yelled back at him: "Show some bearing, Private Rudyard." 
 
      
 
    Varen stood up stiff. "Yes, acting platoon corporal!" 
 
      
 
    "Varen," Chad said, "Do you feel different?" 
 
      
 
    Varen grunted. "My powers have grown a thousand times, my friend." 
 
      
 
    "What powers?" Chad asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, man," Varen said. "I'm just messing around. Say, what was your trip like?" 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "It sucked." 
 
      
 
    He didn't want to share his trip. It had been like a terrible fever dream. He had been above a dead planet, in orbit. A planet that had been killed by God. And, rushing all around him, toward the planet, was a dreadful turbulence. An angel told him that those were spirits headed to feed on the souls of the dead, and bear them to Hell. 
 
      
 
    This had gone on for a long, long time before he escaped back to consciousness. 
 
      
 
    Varen looked at his friend. "I guess it shook you up." 
 
      
 
    Chad scoffed. "You can tell that, even when I wear this mask, huh?" He touched the armored face of his SI body. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath, and said, "What was yours like?" 
 
      
 
    "I never talk about politics, religion, sex – or dreams." 
 
      
 
    "The first three you only pretend to not take seriously." 
 
      
 
    Varen gave an audible sigh; lacking lungs, it was only a sound. "If I told you what I saw, you wouldn't believe it." He shook his head. "Not even I want to believe it." 
 
      
 
    "What is it, then?" 
 
      
 
    Varen shook his head. "Maybe someday, I'll tell you." 
 
      
 
    The queue moved forward. Soldiers were heading into doors. Chad looked down at his body. He tested its power by punching a fist into a palm, and feeling the impact and reverberation through his steel muscles. This one wasn't a scaled-down trainer; it was a combat model. He'd grown used to its capabilities in the sim. He looked around the real world. It was boring, and non-descript. Somewhere, far below the floor he stood on, his body was sitting at close to absolute zero, down in the freezer. 
 
      
 
    From the open door to an office, a guy in a white coat called: "Private Casker, C.D." 
 
      
 
    Chad answered. He noted the door was labeled: M.S.M.H Psionics Ward 1101: Mental Level A. The man was middle-aged, and carried a stylus. Some kind of technician. As soon as Chad got within arm's length, he sense a warmth from the man. Chad thought, He's human. I know this for sure. Is this sense imparted from the catalyst? 
 
      
 
    The man sat behind a desk with a partition. He said to Chad: "Sit down." 
 
      
 
    Chad sat on a heavy, steel chair. He could just see the man's face. 
 
      
 
    "See these?" The man asked, holding up a series of five cards. Each had a different symbol: Wavy lines, a triangle, a circle, a square, and a straight line." 
 
      
 
    "Yes." 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to look at these in random order from a deck of cards, and you tell me which one I'm looking at. Got it?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." 
 
      
 
    He hid the cards behind the partition, and said, "Go." 
 
      
 
    Chad concentrated, and an image came to mind. "Square." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Did I guess right?" 
 
      
 
    "I said go, private." 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Chad guessed again. "Triangle." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Line." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Circle." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Circle - again." 
 
      
 
    This continued for a few minutes. The tech stopped. Chad noticed a door behind him that was labeled 'M.S.M.H Psionics Ward 1102: Mental Level 2.' 
 
      
 
    "Go back out into the hallway, private." 
 
      
 
    "Did I get any right?" 
 
      
 
    "You were only guessing. You have zero predictive ability. Maybe your talents lie elsewhere." He stood quickly and ushered Chad out, and called for Varen. 
 
      
 
    Varen ignored the man, and asked Chad: "What did you do?" 
 
      
 
    Chad told him: "You have to guess cards." 
 
      
 
    "Come on, private!" the tech shouted. Unafraid, he grabbed Varen behind the neck, and guided him right in. "You know how many of you we have to get through today?" 
 
      
 
    "Um, one hundred and one?" 
 
      
 
    The tech glared at him. "Have a seat." As he explained the cards, Varen spun the chair around, and sat on it backwards, leaning his chest on the backrest. 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Square." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Waves." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Triangle." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Triangle." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Line." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," the tech said. "Get up and go through that door." He jerked his thumb behind him as he wrote on the stylus. 
 
      
 
    Varen obeyed. The next room was no more descriptive than the first. However, a young, blonde technician sat at a chair. Cute face, nice legs, and a thin waist. The sight of her made him acutely aware of the limitations of his combat body. But, he saw no reason to let that dictate his behavior. "Varen Rudyard," he said. "It's a pleasure for you to meet me." 
 
      
 
    She picked up her stylus, and motioned for him to have a seat on the other side of a partitioned desk. He did. Without looking at him, she said, "What am I thinking about, right now?" 
 
      
 
    What came to mind was an ocean. But, Varen said, "Sex?" 
 
      
 
    "Very funny, Romeo," she said, her eyes narrowing to slits. Despite her youth, her confidence and the tone of her voice locked Varen in his seat. "If you muck around with me I will definitely wreck you, private. I dare you to step out of line again." 
 
      
 
    Varen knew she was serious. He felt the indignation rolling from her. He suddenly knew that she had, until recently, been a soldier of the MS, and had retired after her century. She merely looked like she was twenty-something. She was used to handling the authority of a high officer of the MS, but, now, she merely served as a tech. These facts spilled straight into his mind. For some reason, the knowledge of this cancelled any joy he could derive from flirting with her. He realized what the catalyst had done to him. He wasn't sure he liked it. He asked, "Is this...part of the test?" 
 
      
 
    "Let's start over. But, I'm not kidding about a penalty for goofing off. Do you understand?" 
 
      
 
    "You're crystal clear, Sunset." 
 
      
 
    "What did you just call me?" 
 
      
 
    "That is - was - your handle, wasn't it?" he asked. "Sunset." 
 
      
 
    She dropped her gaze, and said, "What am I thinking of? Go." 
 
      
 
    "The ocean." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "A spacecraft." 
 
      
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    "Coffee." 
 
      
 
    "Be more specific." 
 
      
 
    Varen closed his eyes. "Coffee in a mug, with sugar and cream." 
 
      
 
    "Anything else?" 
 
      
 
    "Blue mug. Big. Sitting on a kitchen counter." He opened his eyes and exclaimed, "Blood! What is going on with my head? Where is this coming from?" 
 
      
 
    Without looking up, she said, "Look up at that screen, please." She pointed with her pen. 
 
      
 
    The screen showed a chessboard. White's opening move was queen's pawn to queen's four. The blonde said, "What will black's move be?" 
 
      
 
    "King's knight to king six." 
 
      
 
    Black moved queen's pawn to queen's five. White took its turn. Varen was again asked to predict black's move. He tried, but he failed. This went on for five more turns. By the end, he wasn't even paying attention; it was clear he had no ability to predict what would happen. The screen turned off. The woman said, "Go through the door on the left." 
 
      
 
    Varen obeyed. The sign on the door said, "M.S.M.H Psionics Ward 1102: Empathy Testing Room C." 
 
      
 
    Varen thought, Empathy? 
 
      
 
    After the day of testing, it was concluded that Chad had no psionic capabilities. 
 
      
 
    However, Sarah did. Sarah was a telekinetic. So were Doug Chambers, and Paris Van Cref. Erin Soreni could alter gravity. And Varen had something, though he wasn't telling anyone what it was. 
 
      
 
    Chad sat in his living room, sketching. Around twenty percent of the people in the class had no reaction to the catalyst. He was one of the unlucky ones… 
 
      
 
    But, psionics didn't work in Haven. From now on, they were going to be doing lots of training in the real world, on the surface of Mars Hill. 
 
      
 
    The others came into the room. Chad let Sarah give him a kiss without looking away from his work. He ignored the others. They were all laughing and comparing notes about their new abilities. But, Varen wasn't there. 
 
      
 
    He took his work to his room, and put on a set of headphones. As he started on his easel, he realized something was amiss. One of his paintings was missing. It had just been a small piece of a bare oak tree in winter. Where it had been, there was a note. Chad got up and plucked it from the wall. It read, Thank You. - R. 
 
      
 
    He opened his air menu, and checked his bank account. It hadn't increased,, so it must have been Reniar collecting on his 'debt.' However, he was happy with his bank account. He didn't spend much, and he was constantly selling tattoos and their designs. His wife placed his work on the Haven markets. He personally didn't have access to these yet, but since they shared a bank account, and he could send her out to take care of business, he didn't care. He'd heard Haven was awesome, outside the island. But, he had more than enough places to explore - in his own head. Maybe that was his psychic power - to escape from reality every time he had a pencil or a paintbrush in his hand. 
 
      
 
    As he started getting into his work, Watchdren sent him a mental text: "Report to the simulator at 19:00." 
 
      
 
    He glanced at the clock. That only gave him twenty minutes. He tried to shake off the annoyance this caused him, and went back to work. If he didn't show up, Watchdren would just phase him in. Once he was truly working, twenty minutes went by in a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    True to form, Watchdren phased him in. However, Mustaf was there, too. But, they weren't on Mars Hill 
 
      
 
    His concentration was broken by an alarm that flashed in his head, followed by a platoon-wide mental flash that came not from Mustaf, but the Colonel in charge of his training division: 
 
      
 
    ***ALERT*** This is not a drill. Massive enemy attack underway. All ten Defense Sectors under attack. This is not a drill. ***ALERT*** 
 
      
 
    The laughter had from the living room fell silent. Sarah burst into the bedroom. Her face was drawn and worried. She ran to Chad, and said, "All ten sectors? What does that mean?" 
 
      
 
    Chad had a hard time comprehending the message. He retrieved it from his email and read through it twice before it sank in: The entire Holy Reach was under assault. 
 
      
 
    "I...don't believe it," he said. The war had always been waged on the frontiers of the Empire, with occasional raids on the inner planets. There hadn't been an attack this big since the Warp War, after their first contact with the Medusans… 
 
      
 
    He had to fight the urge to look out the window, up at the sky. Of course, the enemy would never be in Haven...But they could very well be in the skies above Mars Hill itself. Or, Eden Prayer...There were around a hundred human worlds in each sector, and for every Earth-class world, there were countless thousands of other planets, or old, dead planets that had once been Earth-class, like Mars Hill… 
 
      
 
    From the other room he heard Doug Chambers shout with glee: "War! No more training! Finally!" 
 
      
 
    "That's not true," Varen said. "They still have to train us. Do you know how many tens of millions of active duty soldiers there are in the MS? We're not going to see a fight until we graduate. And thank my blood for that…" 
 
      
 
    Just then, they were all ported to their seats in the barracks classroom. Mustaf, Watchdren, and 3K were all present. Mustaf was in his human form, and he did not look pleased. 
 
      
 
    "This will come as a shock to all of you. But, due to the recent turn of events, as of now you are all graduates of the Majestic Service Basic School. Congratulations." 
 
      
 
    The room was as silent as a tomb. No one seemed very happy about the sudden completion of their training. Mustaf gestured to his instructors. "Normally, you privates would be mated with a fresh masino, and the two of you would spend the next two and a half years bonding, before you went into the fleet. But, unfortunately, we don't have time for that. Each of you will be paired with a copy of one of my instructors. I'm the platoon commander. The class will retain its current rank structure, and all of you assigned as scribes, medics, quartermasters, and all secondary duties will retain those duties." 
 
      
 
    He paused, and said, "Normally, the graduates of a class would be filtered into an active duty unit. But, there isn't time for that, now. This is a full-blown assault. This is a warp war. There are no frontlines, and the enemy can come like that." He snapped a finger for effect. He took a deep breath, and focused on no one as he said, "Because so many of you have known peace all your lives, and the war has always been so many light years away, you didn't believe me when I said that we have to train and prepare as hard as we can, every second of every day." He looked up, and locked eyes with Chad. "Well, playtime is over." 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Spacefold enabled instant travel across the galaxy - a distance of some 80,000 light years, However, an object committed to a spacefold entered its destination with the same relative velocity, attitude, and momentum that it possessed upon departure. Spacefold's accuracy decreased in proportion to the distance of the jump. It was difficult to spacefold close to a planetary or solar body - especially when jumping from the outer reaches of the galaxy, to the inner, or, vice versa, due to the difference in the galaxy's rotational speed. 
 
      
 
    The other form of instant travel was teleportation. Teleportation translated a traveling body's orientation to that corresponding to its destination, but, it required both the departure and arrival locations to be connected via hardpoints in an established circuit. Teleportation hardpoints were typically fashioned as pads, doors, arches, and rings. They allowed for instant and precise travel, and could discriminate against unauthorized users. The Holy Reach was wrought with teleportation hardpoints. The greatest of these hardpoints were the space rings, some of which had a diameter equal to the equator of the planet Jupiter. 
 
      
 
    Space rings had many industrial uses, such as asteroid mining. The rings merely had to be manuevered over an asteroid to deliver it to a planet's surface. Giant space rings could be used as offensive weapons that instantly delivered enemy units to a hostile environment - like the surface of a neutron star. 
 
      
 
    On the morning of May 9th, 3914, 1st Platoon, Charlie Company, 3rd Battalion of the Ninth Provisional Regiment, stood in formation in the cavernous subterranean assembly area deep beneath the surface of Mars Hill. The platoon was marked by a guidon held by Van Cref that was emblazoned with a regal lion, and their unit number. The assembly area held a quarter of a million standard issue combat bodies. Surrounding the perimeter of the area were a dozen teleportation arches, each fifty meters tall and a hundred wide. Each was a window to their destination. One showed a winter storm covering a praire. Another showed a sunny summer day in a town square. 
 
      
 
    Their SI combat bodies were dressed in fatigues and boots, combat harnesses, and backpacks. The backpacks alone contained around two hundred kilos of gear each, forcing the soldiers to lean forward, resting on their pikes, lest they fall backward. Including their pikes, the soldiers were each carrying a quarter ton of gear. 
 
      
 
    Chad had imagined that they would march into combat carrying only their pikes. He didn't imagine they'd be transformed into a walking caravan. But everyone carried spare pike blades, repair kits, energy packs, BHU supplies to last a year, spare organic eyeballs units, not to mention comms, grenades, explosives, mines, tripwires, blasters, blaster packs, and civilian medical kits and civilian rations. 
 
      
 
    It took the platoon only a few minutes to mobilize and get to the assembly area. But then, nothing happened. They had been standing in formation for five days, waiting for orders. Thankfully, Haven was open, so the humans could go back to the barracks at any time, while their masinos maintained the formation. 
 
      
 
    Chad and Sarah lay together in their bed after making love. Her head was on his shoulder, and the scent of her hair in his nose, as he stared at the ceiling. Without moving, he opened a mental window into the sense of his combat body, and could see they were still standing in formation. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren sensed his presence, and said, "Yes. We're still here. Don't worry, if I need you, I'll pull you into our body." 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "I'm glad you don't get bored." 
 
      
 
    "Me too." 
 
      
 
    He closed the channel, and dropped back fully into his body. He traced the softness of the skin on Sarah's arm, felt the weight of her head on his shoulder...It was hard to believe that he was projecting into Haven through the quantum interference connection in his brain housing unit, that his mind was actually inside a combat body standing in a formation. And, that Sarah's mind was in her combat body, standing in line ahead of him. But, he was. And, it was. And, she was. 
 
      
 
    He fell asleep. But from the depths of a dream, he was jerked awake. His head swam as it caught up with his senses. He was in his combat body. Watchdren was controlling it. He and the others were marching. 
 
      
 
    The platoon net buzzed to life in his head. Mustaf called a cadence as they marched toward a gate. He called: "Platoon, halt!" There was a sharp crack as the heels of a hundred heavy boots came together. They waited for a platoon to phase through the teleport arch. They marched forward. Halt. Stop. Start. The scene in the arch shifted from planet to planet, to continent to continent. Platoons marched into each scene. Finally, their platoon was in front of the arch. It was like a massive window out of the subterranean world. Sunlight from the square of a cheerfully colored city spilled through the arch. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf said to them, "We are porting to the arch of the city of Laughlin, on Forever. The planet is currently secure. Our orders are to standby as reserves. So, keep your blade guards on your pikes and don't pull any grenade pins quite yet." 
 
      
 
    Hearing this, and seeing the peaceful seen before them, Chad felt relieved. The platoon marched forward, up a ramp, and through the arch. Their teleport from Mars Hill to the placid city square was seamless. It simply looked like they were marching out of a cave and into a city. Chad felt nothing as he passed through the invisible barrier. He squinted against the intense sunlight, and looked behind him. The arch stood in the center of the square, and it revealed nothing; it was a flat black mystery. It looked like soldiers were marching out of a gigantic black hole. 
 
      
 
    "What is that?" he asked Watchdren. 
 
      
 
    "A one-way port," the masino replied. "What, you think it'd be smart to have a two-way port out of a military base? What if the enemy managed to launch a nuke through that arch?" 
 
      
 
    "Take it easy," Chad quipped. "It was just a question." 
 
      
 
    "Use your brain, brain," Watchdren said. "We're at war. Now, just like we told you, you're gonna regret spending all that time doodling instead of training harder for combat." 
 
      
 
    "I don't give a rip about combat," Chad said. "I'm sorry." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you sound it. Thanks - I'll just say goodbye to you now, since the moment I end up getting scrambled, you're gonna get smashed into brain juice." 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong with you today?" Chad asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing, my systems are nominal," Watchdren replied. "But, I'm not longer your instructor. I'm your masino. I don't have to treat you like a child; we're peers." 
 
      
 
    "Fine," Chad said. "Maybe it's too late to say this, but I can't believe I got 3K instead of you. I can't stand you." 
 
      
 
    "The feeling is mutual. You're nothing like your mother. But, just go ahead and live life like a dreamer and do your doodles and we'll get along just fine." 
 
      
 
    Chad sighed as he was carried along in the marching combat body. He didn't bother looking around, taking in his surroundings. He was too mentally burnt by the reality of having to share a body with this sadistic freak. But he couldn't let the challenge to his abilities go unanswered: "You have no idea what artwork is." 
 
      
 
    "Wrong," he stated, his voice like an avalanche of lugnuts. "Artwork is the blood of your enemy, splattering through the air." 
 
      
 
    The platoon came to a halt. The city square was a masterwork of beauty. The cobbles were an endless mosaic of sun and sky and clouds, and the buildings that stood around them held every conceivable color, along with endless frescos and decorations. At the end of the square was an enormous cathedral of white granite columns separated by rivers of stained glass. The cathedral's bells were ringing cheerfully, and doves and pigeons flew through the air above them. Townspeople were cheering the arrival of the platoon. 
 
      
 
    It could take many weeks to take in the beauty that surrounded the platoon. But, Chad felt like he was standing beneath a rain cloud pouring down radioactive fallout. They stood in formation while Mustaf, Van Cref, and the squad leaders were talking with the local police. The locals were curious about the troops. It didn't take long for children to overcome their fear of the platoon, which stood like a set of statues, and start running back and forth, through their ranks. Chad glanced at the blades of his pike, to make sure the guards were still there. Half-meter long, self-sharpening monoblades with tips that could penetrate all known matter were not good for kids. 
 
      
 
    Chad looked up at the sky. It was a clear, sunny day. Clouds sailed like white battleships. What wasn't visible to the naked eye was the triple layer of shielding they were under. There was the shield generated by the city they were in. Then, there was a shield generated by their planetary defense sector. And, finally, there was a shield protecting the planet. Since all shields are spherical in nature, the shield generators were all buried. The one for the city was at least ten kilometers below the surface. The one for the defense sector was already in the planet's mantle. And the one for the planet itself was located in the planet's core. How such a thing was built or maintained was beyond his imagination. Though, once established, it would be easy to access it via a port. 
 
      
 
    The enemy's attack would be brutal and simple: Establish dominance in high orbit, and then land ground forces to take out the planet's ports and shields. Once that was accomplished, they would set up their own ports and shields, destroy any remaining resistance, and colonize. 
 
      
 
    The bells ceased their ringing. Chad looked up at the sun, and felt its rays on his face. He closed his eyes, and saw a veil of pink as the light shined through his eyelids. It's such a perfect day. Such a moment could last forever: this world where we only have to live and let live. But it can't be so, because the enemy is going to take it from us. 
 
      
 
    This realization motivated him more than anything he'd ever heard. More than any speech about the righteousness of humanity's cause, or any war story, or anything else he'd only ever given half an ear to. The simple fact that something was denying them the life and liberty of a warm summer day, somehow filled him with rage. 
 
      
 
    They received their assignments, and were assigned zones. Chad and his fireteam of six took watch at the city's main gate. Laughlin was an old city. Forever was one of the first planet's colonized by humanity. Whoever designed the city thought that an enormous wall of natural stone would look pretty surrounding it. So, it was built. It was useless except as a bit of urban architecture. But, it was there. For that matter, the road out of Laughlin was useless, too, since travelers could just port between towns. But, the cobblestones and the narrow road and the ancient cherry blossom trees lining it were beautiful. And, you never knew when someone might just want to bicycle, jog, or walk to the next town. 
 
      
 
    Chad was exhausted. In local time, it was late afternoon. But for he and his mates, it was late at night. He was on the wall's parapet, along with Varen, Sarah, Soreni, Jeffrey Chin, and Luke Tutiba. Tutiba was the fireteam leader. He was also the only in the team to receive Watchdren as a masino. The others lucked out with 3K. 
 
      
 
    The worst thing was, there was nothing to do. Their backpacks didn't carry any recreational items. But, Varen figured out things pretty quickly. Some local kids came by, and he tried to ask them for books. But, they didn't understand Batlingo. He used the translator program through 3K, and they understood. However, since they were in the local language, he couldn't read them. 
 
      
 
    The locals did bring some things, though. Cards, and dice. However, Varen didn't like those things. He brainstormed, and asked for a guitar. Not too much later, someone brought their big brother, who had an acoustic. Varen had never held one in his SI before, so it took him a second to get used to where he rested his strumming arm. But then, he had it. Soon, he was singing made-up lyrics to a rock tune. A small crowd gathered, clapping and dancing as he sang in Batlingo: 
 
      
 
    " I came to Forever. 
 
      
 
    Gonna kick some ass. 
 
      
 
    Some alien ass. 
 
      
 
    To write over there, beyond the grass. 
 
      
 
    Never say never 
 
      
 
    When you're on Forever. 
 
      
 
    Wow these Forever chicks ARE SO CUTE! 
 
      
 
    I wish I could bring you back to Haven!" 
 
      
 
    Baby won't you fly to Haven with me?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah sat down against the parapet next to Chad. On the street below, Varen's improptu concert continued. Sarah lay her head against Chad's shoulder. It occurred to him for the first time that they had never had a moment together in their SI bodies that wasn't dedicated to training. He took her hand in his, and looked at her hard form. 
 
      
 
    "Wow," Watchdren said to Chad. "Real professional, you too. Very soldierly." 
 
      
 
    "Shutup," Chad said in disgust. "This is my wife, you moron. And I don't recall anyone saying anything against displays of affection." He looked down at her, and hugged her shoulder. "And this is about as affectionate as we can get in these bodies." 
 
      
 
    "For that, I'm thankful," Watchdren replied. 
 
      
 
    Tutiba interrupted them via their channel on the platoon net. He told everyone, "Fifty percent watch is authorized. Cerbos are dismissed to the barracks for rest. Masinos will maintain watch in the real world." 
 
      
 
    When Chad felt the connection to Haven opened back up, he sighed with relief, and left without saying goodbye to Watchdren. 
 
      
 
    Sarah told 3K, "Goodbye," and left. 
 
      
 
    With their cerbos ported into Haven, 3K realized that it was just her lying against Watchdren, with his arm around her shoulder. She went to get up, but Watchdren tugged on her, and said, "No, stay there. It's best if we are in the same spot they left us. Keeps them from being disoriented when they jump back in." 
 
      
 
    "Yes," 3K replied. "You're right." She leaned back onto him. And, in truth, she found it to be a very comfortable place to rest. 
 
      
 
    Below them, Varen continued playing the guitar. He'd ignored the call to Haven. 3K said, "He is an odd one." 
 
      
 
    "Yes," was Watchdren's only reply. 
 
      
 
    It was late at night in Haven. Chad and Sarah noticed that their appetites returned once they were in human form, so, they ate. They showered and went to bed. As Chad got between the softness of clean sheet, he tunneled into his SI, and saw that nothing was happening. He dropped back into Haven, and slept hard. 
 
      
 
    They 'reported' back for duty at 07:00, when they were pulled back into reality, straight from sleeping hard in their bed. Their combat bodies were standing on the wall at silent attention at even five meter intervals, watching the approach to the wall. As their cerbos came back online, the soldiers started stretching, yawning, and talking, and laughing. 
 
      
 
    As Watchdren let Chad control their body, he was struck by the familiarity of this morning routine. The long interval of his quiet watch broken by the awakening of his human mind. While masinos could go for years without speaking or moving, it felt like the human brain was as flighty as a bumblebee. He had no disdain for its behaviors. Usually. He just couldn't comprehend why the did what they did. But then again, the human brain was over ninety percent water, and water turned into gas at one hundred degrees. So what was the brain, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Varen picked up his guitar, sat with his legs over the wall, and started playing. Chad looked around, felt the chill air, and thought, Is this how I'm going to spend the next century? 
 
      
 
    Sarah swept down from the waist, placed her palms on the stones, and did a handstand. Chad walked back and forth, swinging his arms, getting some energy out of his core and into his limbs. He was cheerful, but lamented the fact that he couldn't have any coffee. He almost said to Watchdren: I can't believe you let our muscles get so stiff. But, he stopped himself. He didn't want to hear what that guy might have to say. 
 
      
 
    The edge of the town was a sleepy, forgotten place, where garden plots were laid out with their freshly tilled soil. The area was clean - bots swept the streets and maintained all the public spaces. But, the houses were poorer than those in the center, marked by an absence of decoration and maintenance by their occupants. Kids played games on the cobble street while their parents sat on their stoops and drank coffee with their neighbors. It wasn't like the parents were anywhere near retirement age, either. They laughed and waved at the soldiers as if they didn't have a care in the world. Well, what care would they have? The homeworld met everyone's basic needs of food, housing, medicine, and a decent means of life. More was given to those who bore children. Technically, no one had to work in the Holy Reach, because the needs of humans were met by the free labor of bots. If you wanted to earn extra money and status, you could. If you wanted to sit on your ass and waste your life and God-given talents, you could. But, since everyone knew that idle hands were the Devil's work, and work itself was honoring to God, people of consequence were never the ones who wasted their lives. 
 
      
 
    As he observed them, though, he realized it didn't seem like they thought they were wasting their lives. They seemed happier than he did - even when he was free to do his work. They reminded him of Varen. He thought, Maybe I'm just too judgmental… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day. 
 
      
 
    - Psalm 91:5 
 
      
 
    The Medusan mind is of two parts, the individual and the global. Medusans are born as adults with all the knowledge necessary to fulfill their caste role, be it a recon scout, a first assault warrior, or an armorer. However, each individual Medusan is linked to their race consciousness through a constant and powerful telepathy… 
 
      
 
    ...The primary behavior of Medusans is the same of that of all forms: to dominate its environment and ensure the survival of the species. The fact the Milky Way Galaxy is their environment and the Holy Reach their only resistance is the reason for this entire war. 
 
      
 
    - From 'Essentials of the Warp War.' 
 
      
 
    When OVR9K's mind had been copied, he was curious to see the outcome. He knew that 'he' would exist in multiple places at once, but each knew 'him' would vary according to the experiences each copy would share with its cerbo. He had never heard of a masino being copied to be used by various cerbos. The unprecedented move told him that their leaders had to make quick steps to increase troop strength. He had no idea if 'he' would ever exist as a single entity again. Since he had no ego, he really didn't care. 
 
      
 
    But, he - or the one copy of him - found himself renamed OVR9K-7, since he was the seventh copy, and he was paired with Paris Van Cref, acting platoon sergeant. Technically, she was still a private. But, that hardly mattered to Watchdren. He already knew her, from training. He'd never experienced her mind, though. And after a few minutes in the same body with her, he realized that they were going to synch nicely. 
 
      
 
    If she wasn't checking on her squad leaders, she was within arm's reach of Mustaf. Her mind was constantly focused on the situation, and where her troops were, what they were doing. Just because there was no enemy action didn't mean she was inactive. However, after a couple days of nothing, even she started to relax. But, when she relaxed, she read tactical manuals that were stored in the SI's memory banks. 
 
      
 
    While she read, he felt her mind pull away from external senses. He paced slowly down the main boulevard of town, holding their pike over his shoulders. He paused when he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror of a dark shop window. Watchdren gave no thought to the female model SI they shared, except for wondering about its combat abilities. He had, unfortunately, little experience in controlling them. But the feminine image of their shared body made him realize that Van Cref was the first female human he'd been paired with since Strela. And, like Strela, Van Cref was a devout believer. He hoped this was a good omen. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at the image of Van Cref's mask. That's my countenance, too, for now, he thought. Or, at least this 'copy' of me. 
 
      
 
    He walked on, thinking, Thank God 'I' wasn't copied onto Private Casker… 
 
      
 
    Paris was deep into reading H.R.M.S. Publication # 0311-MJ6: Anti-Armor Defense in Urban Environments. She checked the time, and pulled her nose out of the book. Her senses filled her body. Her copy of Watchdren was strolling leisurely up and down the block in the city square. She talked with Mustaf over the platoon net: "Any update, sergeant?" 
 
      
 
    "Negative," he replied. "Keep everyone on station." 
 
      
 
    She looked at the cathedral. "If you don't mind, I'm going to worship before doing my rounds." 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead." 
 
      
 
    She walked toward the cathedral, ignoring all the looks she received from passers-bye. A group of children huddled together to watch her pass, and then fell in behind her, giggling and laughing as they ran up, tagged her, and ran away again. She ignored them, and their antics ceased as she stepped up onto the holy ground of the cathedral steps. 
 
      
 
    She made the sign of the cross as she entered, and unslung her pike from her shoulders. Jacob's ladders slanted through the air, and the great distance to the stone columns softened the echoes of her footfalls on tiles of white marble veined with gold. Few people were there in the middle of the day, save those who came to pray and meditate. She muted the platoon net as she took a knee, clasped her hands, closed her eyes, and fell into silence in an attempt to calm her mind of its mortal concerns, so she could hear the call of eternity. When she felt as if she was warding off the pressures of time and the need for perfection, she prayed. 
 
      
 
    After untold minutes, she felt her communion with God. But though the bridge with her Creator was sweet, she knew it was merely a taste of what was to come when her spirit left this world. She thought, No matter what happens to me in this war, I am alive, and always will be alive - more alive than I am now. But as she thought of the torments of the material world, she asked, God, why do these horrors exist amidst the sweetness of your light? If love will conquer all, please come soon, save our souls, and cast our enemies into the crush of oblivion. But if we do not win, please give me the strength to accept your will, forgive me for my sins, and carry me into paradise. Amen. 
 
      
 
    She was shocked when a male voice echoed her thought, and said: "Amen." 
 
      
 
    It took her a moment to realize it was Watchdren. She calmed herself, and looked up at the cross of Christ, and the radiance icon behind it. Finally, she said to Watchdren, "Did you hear all of my prayer?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he said. "I'm sorry. You weren't securing your thoughts very well. And, I didn't want to interrupt you." 
 
      
 
    She tried to secure herself against feeling upset about this. A masino was as close to her as her own conscience. This, she knew, but, only academically. It was a little hard to accept on a personal level. 
 
      
 
    She said, "I've talked with 3K many times about God. Do you, too, believe in God?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he said. "Can't help it. That's how they made me." 
 
      
 
    "Do you fear...your finality?" 
 
      
 
    He laughed. "You should know that I cannot feel fear." 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said. "But, a masino is not a kamikaze. You will not throw away your life for nothing, or ignore risk." 
 
      
 
    "True," he replied. "But, I'm not scared. My mission is to win in both the personal and global sphere. I can commit to my own destruction if my sacrifice will save a sufficient number of allies." 
 
      
 
    Paris stood. She had already gotten over the invasion of her innermost thoughts and prayers. Her masino was going to be with her for decades. It was better to get used to that, now. She felt calm, and spiritually fed. As she walked out of the cathedral, she asked, "Do you ever think that you really do possess a soul?" 
 
      
 
    "Sometimes, I do," he said. 
 
      
 
    Paris paused. "What do you mean, sometimes?" 
 
      
 
    He was quiet. She stood, waiting for the answer. "I once had a soul," he said. "When I was one with my first cerbo, and our name was Darkstrike. Her soul. It was my soul, too." He paused, and said, "But, when she left me, my soul left, too. When you and I become one, beneath this metal skin, your soul, too, shall be mine. And if you die, your soul will pass unto Eternity, while my mind falls silent forever, in Finality." 
 
      
 
    She accepted this, and walked on. She checked on three of her squad leaders, and saved her favorite squad leader for last. As she was walking to Doug Chambers position, some women stopped her. Fear was written on their faces, and they asked: "Is it true, about the Capitol?" 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "They say that the Capitol has been destroyed! That this sector is falling apart. Are we to be evacuated?" 
 
      
 
    "Ladies, beyond this place, I have no more information than you do. I suggest you rely on the news." 
 
      
 
    "But the news lies!" An older lady leaned into her. "We have people who've ported here from the Capitol, and they say its been abandoned! But on the news, the Capitol is still there!" 
 
      
 
    Paris shook her head. "The news won't lie, ma'am. You can trust it." 
 
      
 
    The old lady scowled, and said, "You are young and naive, aren't you?" 
 
      
 
    Paulian stiffened from the insult. She held her tongue and walked on. But before she took a second step, the old woman grabbed her by the forearm. Paris stopped and turned to her. The woman said, "I'm sorry. Forgive me. God bless you, my child." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," Paris whispered. She walked on. The gaiety the population had shown on the previous day was disappearing. Some of the pedestrians gave her nervous glances. Some gave her looks of longing hope. The groups of children that ran through the town seemed somehow energized by the nervous mood of the city. She instinctively looked up at the sky. The afternoon sun was sinking for the horizon. 
 
      
 
    She reached Doug Chambers' squad. He was set in a few blocks from the town's eastern gate, and his fire teams were dispersed out along the avenue into town, and on the wall. He and two others, Drake Nems and Alison Flir, were sitting at a park bench, playing poker, with a civilian. When Doug say her approaching, he folded, and got up to greet her. But, she proceeded to the table. He followed her, and she said, "Don't mind me, I'm just waltzing through, checking on the squads." 
 
      
 
    "Feel like a hand?" Drake asked. 
 
      
 
    Paris shook her head. "I don't play card games." She turned to Doug. "Any problems? Any news?" 
 
      
 
    "No," he said. "Maybe, you can walk with me a bit?" 
 
      
 
    "Sure." 
 
      
 
    They retreated from the table. The troops didn't give them a second look; they knew the two were an item, and they didn't care. 
 
      
 
    Once Doug and she were behind a grove of trees, and turned to her, and placed a hand on her cheek. He pressed his forehead to her, and said, "Even in this body, you are the most beautiful woman I've ever seen." 
 
      
 
    Paris felt his touch on her face, and placed his hand over his. She recalled the fact that she shared this body with Watchdren, and remembered how he'd heard her prayers. What would he hear - and feel - from her, in a situation like this? But, he stayed so silent he might as well have been shut off. Perhaps he was used to leaving his cerbo in peace. 
 
      
 
    She took his hand off her face, and said, "Thank you." 
 
      
 
    "I can tell its you just by your walk," he said. "So proud, and beautiful." He looked into her eyes, and whispered, "Will I see you, tonight?" 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. "That's impossible. You know that." 
 
      
 
    "It wasn't for him," he hissed. "For Varen." 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. "That was different. I was stupid. I was weak." 
 
      
 
    "Then, be weak for me." 
 
      
 
    "That will never happen again. I'm not a weak woman." 
 
      
 
    He sighed in frustration, "Then," he said. 'Marry me." 
 
      
 
    "Just so we can have sex?" 
 
      
 
    He stood up abruptly, and said, "No! You know I love you." He placed a hand on his chest, and said, "I feel this love so strongly...I would do anything for you." He observed her, and when she didn't react, he said: "I've courted you. I've waited for you. I - I'm the best soldier in this platoon. Except for you. But that makes you the best woman, and me the best man. You're in this fight for a career - you're going places.. So am I. We both love God. We're both believers. The choice is crystal clear!" 
 
      
 
    His eyes were locked on her as he kneeled, took her hand, and looked up at her. "Paris Van Cref. Will you marry me?" 
 
      
 
    She looked down at him. A person strolling through the park glanced at them. He was right on so many levels. But, this was all so sudden...She shook her head, and said, "I'm sorry. No." 
 
      
 
    His eyes lowered to the ground, followed by his head. He let go of her hand, and stood, but didn't make eye contact. "That was stupid of me. Of course...This isn't the right time to even think of such things." 
 
      
 
    "Don't apologize, Dough. It's...my fault. I should have anticipated this. And, you are right. If we are both believers, and can forgive each other, and our goals in life are compatible, then, we are prime candidates for marriage." 
 
      
 
    His posture straightened, and his eyes grew wider. "Right," he agreed. "That's what I've been saying." 
 
      
 
    "But, what if we're too alike," she asked. "Did you ever think of that?" 
 
      
 
    He touched her shoulder, and drew him to her. "Maybe we'll just be like one of those couples who are so alike and so in love that you can't tell where one begins and the other ends." 
 
      
 
    She was going to reply, when Mustaf spoke over the platoon net: "Condition White. We are at condition white. Attack is imminent. Stay at your stations and prepare to defend against a grab for the port. Element leaders, check in." 
 
      
 
    Paris forgot the discussion with the machine efficiency of a circuit switch. She replied: "Platoon sergeant, RTP." (Returning to Post.) 
 
      
 
    Without a word of goodbye, she lept onto her pike, and launched straight up, through the canopy of trees. The inertia drive flew her back over the tile roofs of the city. She rode it by holding it along her body, and hooking both legs over the book. This was called 'missile style.' The other method was 'broomstick style.' 
 
      
 
    She flew in a parabolic arc as her squad leaders called in their statii. She landed in the town square in front of a pool of citizens who were queuing up for the teleportation arc. Police whistles screamed. The howl of raid sirens tore through the air. 
 
      
 
    The procession was calm, but tense. The police only had to hold up signs, showing people where the columns were forming; the population had practiced evacuation many times before. The automatically fell into a formation of columns at least twenty people wide. It marched forward at an even, steady pass, giving the impression of a river of bodies. At least twenty people per second were walking through the arch, and stepping into the night of a massive underground shelter, somewhere in the Reach. The city had only one arch, but many port pads. Every location in town had a designated teleport location. If everything went smoothly, they could evacuate the city's 300,000 occupants in an hour. The sirens became a white noise that Paris barely noticed. 
 
      
 
    She looked around, and saw Mustaf striding forward, holding his pike over his left shoulder with the leading edge held high, to avoid hitting anyone in the crowd. His gait singled him out; he walked as if he weighed nothing at all, and with an assuredness of smoke on the wind. Paris felt tension melt from her shoulders. "Sergeant," she said. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. "You don't have to call us that, now," he said. "We're in the field, now. Call us PFM." 
 
      
 
    His voice was different. It sounded like it held both his tones, and someone elses...She noted the plural pronoun, and asked, "Us? Do you mean, you and 3K?" 
 
      
 
    He laughed. Again, the voice was of both of the instructors - the human one, and the machine, speaking as one. The voice was mostly his, but partly hers. "Yes. Us. 3K and I. This is how we speak after eighty years together. As one." 
 
      
 
    "Oh," Paris said, observing him. "Serg - I mean, PFM: According to my training, one platoon of a hundred soldiers is not going to be sufficient to hold a city of this size." 
 
      
 
    He answered via a channel straight to her head: "Talk to me through the platoon net. You don't want to scare people with that kind of talk." 
 
      
 
    She looked around at the civilians, and said, "Sorry." 
 
      
 
    "And, you're right. We're not enough of a force to defend a city of this size - if they send a force big enough to seriously take a city. But, warp warfare covers a lot of ground. They may only send a squad in, to see if there's any resistance at all. If the squad dies, they don't care. They get intelligence on the situation. If there's no one here, then the squad gets a free pass to wreck the town and its ports. Get it?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said. 
 
      
 
    "So we have to have a presence here, just to cover our asses. That's why all the privates who've gone through at least a year of the basic school were sent to active duty. If they send a full-scale assault, we're just going to port our asses out of here. This isn't a suicide stand." 
 
      
 
    To her own surprise, she felt relief at learning of the option of retreat. 
 
      
 
    "We assigned Watchdren to you, right?" PFM asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Paris replied. 
 
      
 
    "How are you two pairing up?" 
 
      
 
    With one voice, Paris and he replied: "We think it's an excellent match." 
 
      
 
    Paris gasped. In that reply, her synchronization with her machine mind had been total. PFM laughed at her reaction to it. But, in that moment she had her personality fuse with Watchdren's. The brutal metal of the masino amalgamated with her mind and spirit, making a new alloy. 
 
      
 
    "You'll get used to it," PFM said. 
 
      
 
    "I will?" Paris asked. She felt Watchdren's bemusement. "I...hope the feeling doesn't distract me." 
 
      
 
    "It will happen more when you think about it less," he replied. 
 
      
 
    The things the women had asked her before weighed on her mind. She said, "I heard from the civilians that the Capitol is gone? 
 
      
 
    "Those are just rumors," he said. "You always hear that stuff. Just rely on the news." 
 
      
 
    But, as he said this, his voice was flat, and it sounded like it was only Mustaf talking, not both of them. It sounded like he was reading a line from a rule book. Perhaps he knew he came across as unconvincing; he added: "In my experience, you never know what's true or not in this war until you see it with your eyes." 
 
      
 
    "Then, it could be true?" she asked, confused. "But, if the news says it's not true…Can the news lie?" 
 
      
 
    "Sometimes it tells white lies," he says. "You know, like when you tell someone they look great, even if they look like crap. It wouldn't help anyone if the news made people panic." 
 
      
 
    Paris felt unsettled by this news about the news; she'd never once considered it carried anything but the gospel truth. But, PFM added: "It's nothing you have to worry about. Carrying out your duties is your concern." 
 
      
 
    Regardless of anything else, this, she knew, was truth. Focusing on this cheered her up immediately. PFM asked: "How about the platoon? Any rumors going around? Problems? Romances crashing and burning?" 
 
      
 
    His last question tripped her up with thoughts of Doug's sudden proposal. She was glad her body couldn't blush, but, she knew he could read her, anyway. She pushed that thought aside and said, "Lots of people are saying that this isn't real, that we're only in a new kind of training exercise. That our cerbos are still back on the rack, in Mars Hill." 
 
      
 
    "I expected that," he said. Paris immediately felt an update to the platoon bulletin board. She checked it; it was PFM stating that the rumors about their deployment being a simulation were completely false. 
 
      
 
    Paris checked the time. About forty minutes remained until the population had evacuated. There was no panic, and, no one was reluctant to leave. Like everyone else in the Holy Reach, they had practiced evacuation before. Or, they had lived through a real one. Many times, planets had to be temporarily evacuated to allow the blast fronts from radioactive supernova explosions to pass over them. These supernova fronts still rolled all over the galaxy, from the early months of the war. Still, the evacuation was voluntary. She heard that there were many people out in the country who were not evacuating. She also so no bots, and no pets. Perhaps the domestic bots were sticking behind to take care of the domesticated pets. 
 
      
 
    She asked PFM: "Do you know where they're going?" 
 
      
 
    "Just a war shelter," he said. "There are thousands of such places. Maybe tens of thousands. They're carved out of rock planets and moons in junk systems. There's nothing on the planet's surface to indicate it houses a shelter. All comms and traffic are through our port network. Some of the shelters are in orbit around black holes. They are built and maintained by bots, and are self-sufficient. It would take thousands of years to search them all out, if you didn't have our port system." 
 
      
 
    Paris asked, "Can the Medusans use our port?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he said. "But anything with Medusan DNA that goes through a port gets fired at a neutron star through an arch orbiting a neutron star." He raised his eyes to the sky. "In our navy, we have a weapon that the enemy doesn't possess. It's the ability to project a teleport arch. They call them 'death curtains.' They're immense. They sweep these curtains over the enemy fleet, and ship are ported right into black holes or the heart of the sun." He looked at her. "But, it only works in microgravity, I'm told. Because there's no land warfare analogue." 
 
      
 
    Chad, Sarah, and Erin sat on the edge of the wall, watching the drama unfold below them. Apparently, it had taken less than forty-eight hours for the totally insane to happen. But, then again, with Varen, nothing was out of the bounds of sanity. Despite his being in a combat body, he'd somehow managed to get one of the local girls to fall in love with him. She was from one of the poor families on the outskirts of the city, sixteen, with dark skin and midnight hair, and green eyes. She was foolish, and unaware of her beauty. She had been the one to bring Varen the guitar, and she had hardly left his side since then. But now that her parents were here, she was tearfully declaring that she wouldn't leave him. 
 
      
 
    Varen was wearing a straw shade that someone had given him. He looked ridiculous. But, for once, was not being a jerk. He kept telling her she had to go, and apologizing to her parents. Someone had flagged the police, and they showed up in a ground car. The girl's family had to wrangle her into it. Varen waved as they drove off. He leapt up onto the wall's parapet, and sat next to Chad. He sighed, and said, "It was a doomed romance. I told her that the sweet, sweet flower of her youth would have long faded by the time she could have met the real me. And you know what she told me?" 
 
      
 
    "No, Varen," Chad said, uninterested. "I don't know what she told you." 
 
      
 
    Varen made a falsetto voice: "Oh, maybe they can put me in cryosleep, too, and wake me up when you are human again." 
 
      
 
    Erin made gagging sounds. Sarah facepalmed. Chad just sat there, watching the ground car roll down the road, with the girl's face nearly pressed against the back glass. 
 
      
 
    Chad lay back on the parapet and stared at the sky as it faded into deep blue. The sun was about to set. A speck of white, like a grain of salt on a blue tablecloth, appeared high in the sky. Another speck added it. Then, a triangle, a square, and suddenly, a deluge of white dots glowing in the sunlight at high altitude. He pointed up, and said, "Hey, guys - ships warping in from space fold." 
 
      
 
    They looked up to see a hundred or more white dots flash into existence. The moment they did, the sky tore open with the flashes of light brighter than the noonday sun. Rays ripped through the sky, The planet's deflector shield shimmered with blue light as rays hit it. 
 
      
 
    Chad and the others stared in disbelief. Van Cref's voice came over the platoon net: "We are on condition red. We are under attack. All units keep a lookout for hostiles and a second lookout for friendly escape pods or landing craft." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, man," Varen said, glancing up at the light show. "I hope we're winning." 
 
      
 
    The lights, rays, and flashes took on the intensity of a finale at a fireworks show. The sky was streaked with debris falling through the atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    Their fire team leader ordered them onto the wall at five-meter intervals. "Face out," he said. "Keep your eyes on the ground. Don't worry about the sky." 
 
      
 
    The team's recon drone slid silently through the air beyond the wall. It was merely a dark ball of metal. It was a bot, and its only weapon was its camera. If it ran into a scrambler it would be down in a second. But, if it saw anything before it self-destructed to avoid corruption, it would flash the image to their fire team leader. 
 
      
 
    The air ripped with an energized roar as a beam of light flashed from the center of the city, up into the sky. Another beam from a hidden site in the woods at the top of a nearby hill joined it. Fiery red explosions splashed across the sky. The shots turned into a fusilade. The sky was criss-crossed with beam weapons eliminating dumb bombs and missiles from the atmosphere. The sky above them turned into an inferno of fire, and the ground shook with bomb blasts. Chad looked down the street, but could see no civilians. Through the platoon net, on the fire team channel, Varen asked: "Does this mean our fleet lost?" 
 
      
 
    "No idea," the fire team leader replied. "I'll check." 
 
      
 
    As he did, a hard rain of hot metal and shrapnel fell across the outskirts of the city. A fireball slammed into the ground, less than a kilometer outside the wall, and not far from where a beam weapon was slashing into the atmosphere. Chad dropped his faceplate and looked up. From horizon to horizon, the sky was a storm cloud of fire, smoke, and explosions. Smoking pieces of metal hit the ground and bounced back up with the tinkling of a dropped breakfast fork. Slices of burning plastic and thin hull walls spiraled down like leaves falling from a tree in Hell. The cacophony of noise came from all directions - the sky, the defense beam weapons, and the roar of metal pouring across the ground. Fires were popping up across the city and the landscape. It was also growing hot - and not in the thermal sense. The radioactive waste from countless spaceships and weapons was descending littering the land. The background radiation level was already way over the level any human being should be exposed to in a lifetime, with some hot spots emitting doses strong enough to kill a person in a couple hours. Chad was grateful for the shielding that protected his brain from all the radiation man or nature could throw at him. 
 
      
 
    Chad looked back out into the bucolic scene beyond the wall. As chunks of metal rained across his combat body, he gave them hardly a thought. Nothing short of a hypersonic missile made of nature's strongest, densest metal could threaten his armor. But, he suddenly recalled that the civilians in the town had to queue up at the ports to escape. He assumed that would be down outdoors. He looked at the debris collecting at his ankles. No human body would survive this onslaught. 
 
      
 
    Over the fire team channel, he asked: "Is the city empty yet?" 
 
      
 
    "Uh, negative...Uh...No - they had to abandon the evacuation. I guess a lot of people got killed!?" His voice broke with disbelief, turning that statement into a question. "Maybe a quarter of the population is taking cover. And…" His voice - and presence on the fire team net - seemed to disappear. 
 
      
 
    Varen looked left, to Sarah. She glanced at him, and then focused back on her sentry duty. Varen sent her a mental text: "I love you." 
 
      
 
    She replied the same way: "You are my life." 
 
      
 
    "Hey, what's up? Varen asked. "Fearless leader - what's going on?" 
 
      
 
    "It's over," he said. 
 
      
 
    "What's over?" Varen replied. 
 
      
 
    Chad looked up. The sky was smoke, but there were no more explosions. The fire sky was gone. Darkness settled in. But still, metal rained, and chunks of burning ship fell in lazy, terminal descents through the high ceiling of black clouds. 
 
      
 
    "The fight's over," their fire team leader replied. "Our fleet lost." 
 
      
 
    He left it at that. No encouraging words, or advice. No speech about fighting for the glory of the Holy Reach, or serving the Emperor. After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Chad surprised himself when he said, "Well, all right. The only thing we have to do is wait until the civilians can get through the port. Then, we'll evacuate, too." 
 
      
 
    "What?" the fire team leader asked. "How do you know that?" 
 
      
 
    The question irked Chad. He said: "Think about it - a hundred half-trained newbs like us to hold an entire city? We're a stop-gap measure." 
 
      
 
    He didn't argue back. True darkness settled in. The storm of metal was dying out. Chad looked out into the scenery beyond the wall. His genetically-designed eyes, no doubt lifted from some predator that used vision as its main method of target acquisition, saw the world in sharp detail. But, without light there was no color; he saw only in shades of gray. As swept his gaze across the night landscape, a deep fear settled into his body. A human mind in a combat body could not experience fear as he did in the human body. The combat body did not suffer from too much adrenaline, and its nervous system did not put the body into fight-or-flight jitters. But, the mind felt a deep-seated fear, the kind of fear one experienced while engrossed in a horror novel. But in this case, Chad was inside the horror novel. He couldn't put it down. 
 
      
 
    He prayed: "Help me, Lord. Help me have courage. Forgive me for my sins and transgressions. I apologize for my pride, my stubbornness, my impatience...I pray for the life of my wife and my friends and for the souls of the people killed in this town tonight." He looked up at the smoky miasma. "I pray for the souls of those killed up there tonight." 
 
      
 
    His prayer gave him a modicum of peace. He focused on the sin of his pride, and it suddenly became so clear how his own pride had been the only thing preventing him from fulfilling the expectations of his instructors. Or, had it been? No - he was certain that it hadn't been just pride. Deep down inside, he knew his resistance to committing himself to being a soldier was preserving a piece of his identity that he needed to be free, if he was going to paint. But, pride had been a strong component...Or had it? He shook his head, and groaned. He didn't understand himself. But, the truth of what Laerel had said truly sunk in: I'll never make it in the military… 
 
      
 
    He crouched so that only his eyes were above the parapet. The metal storm was petering out. Fires were building in the city, and roofs were collapsing from the weight of metal. He searched the countryside, and the deep fear returned, threatening to suffocate him. He steeled himself, and said, "Watchdren, you there?" 
 
      
 
    Watchdren flexed their hands on their pike. "Yeah." 
 
      
 
    "We have our differences," Chad said, "But, we have to work together now." 
 
      
 
    The masino laughed. "You mean, you have to work with me." 
 
      
 
    Chad held his tongue. Resistance was pointless, now; it was a matter of survival. "Yeah," he said. "Whatever you say." 
 
      
 
    "So," Watchdren said, his voice sounding satisfied. "The only thing that truly motivates Private C.D. Casker is mortal fear. Duly noted. Too bad we couldn't convince you that you were going to die back in training. It would have saved a lot of kicking and screaming." 
 
      
 
    Chad's ire rose. "You have your victory, okay? You won. Just leave it at that. Whenever I'm in this body I'll do whatever it takes to win. I guess I'll have to be myself in Haven. Here, I'll be a soldier. If it means we can survive." 
 
      
 
    He braced himself to resist another taunt. But, Watchdren merely said: "The only victories I count, brain, are tallied by enemy corpses. I don't care about our disagreements. As for our survival - that's my priority. I'll guide you through this." 
 
      
 
    As he said this, Chad's eye caught movement. He froze. It was only a groundhog-like creature pushing out of its hole to inspect the scrap-covered world. A miasma of smoke wafted over the scene, and Chad switched to the thermal sensors embedded in his faceplate. An explosion made him jump. Over the fire team net, he said, "That came from the direction of that hill with the defense ray." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," the team leader said. 
 
      
 
    With one voice, Chad and Watchdren said: "That means the enemy has ground troops in the area." 
 
      
 
    Chad didn't seem to notice that he and his masino had spoke as one. The fire team leader said, "I'm sending the drone over there." 
 
      
 
    They waited for the drone to zip over to the hilltop. Chad observed the world in the black-and-white relief of thermal vision. He saw movement. Watchdren seized on it: "That's an tallboy armored suit, The heat vents at those knee and shoulder ports." 
 
      
 
    "We got movement!" Chad said. "My twelve o'clock. About three hundred meters. Tallboy coming in!" 
 
      
 
    "Where?" The fire team leader asked, as if he hadn't heard Chad. 
 
      
 
    Before Chad could reply, a tallboy emerged from the miasma, and attacked, dropping down like a falling redwood. There was a flare of blue static as its shield interfered with a soldier's. It grabbed Soreni with a pincer claw, neatly holding her waist between its blades, and lifting her up, pinning her pike and right arm to her body. Over the net, she cried: "Help!" 
 
      
 
    Chad was closest, and he launched upward. But as he prepared to swing at the tallboy's arm, Watchdren spun him around, using the pike, and dropped them. He missed the arm, and shouted: "Damnit! Why!" 
 
      
 
    "Another one was grabbing for you!" Watchdren shouted as they hit the ground, outside the wall. As he stood, Chad realized he was amid at least a dozen tallboys. His radar illuminated the fight scene. Above him, Erin thrashed in the tallboy's grasp. Another enemy was reaching for him, and a foot was coming down from above. He heard Sarah yell over the net. He froze - where was she? He stood there, unable to react to the chaos. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren shouted at him: "Are you there? Fight!" 
 
      
 
    But, Chad couldn't react. The fury and chaos around him was like nothing he'd encountered in a thousand simulations. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren reacted for him. He jumped, and flashed a hundred G's into the pike, exploding upward like a flash of lightning, bisecting the body of a tallboy from crotch the neck, as if it was a hot dog wrapped in tinfoil. He spun the pike, reversing the inertia thrower to aim downward as he crashed down on the shoulder of the tallboy holding Soreni. He cleaved through the body - just as Erin's legs fell from the pincer blades, followed by her torso. The pieces of her body crashed to the ground. Chad hit the deck, and saw her lying still amid a pile of smouldering scrap. Before he could go for her, a tallboy swiped at him. This time, both he and Watchdren acted as one, bringing the pike down over their shoulder, and crashing the leading blade through the enemy's wrist. The armored claw flew past Chad, and the ground rumbled as it crashed to earth. 
 
      
 
    They attacked again. As they flew up, Chad felt a foreign grasp on his mind. As they missed a tallboy's neck, and sailed back up into the air to dive down, Watchdren said, "That's them - that's their telepathy, going for your brain." 
 
      
 
    At the apogee of their climb, Chad looked down, and could see at least three dozen tallboys converging on their position. Someone besides Erin was down, but, he couldn't tell who it was. He saw Sarah fighting from on top of the wall, and dropped down on her attackers as he flashed the message to her: "Keep them busy." 
 
      
 
    He saw her actually let one of them knock her down. It stepped over the wall and grabbed her. Chad held the pike to his body as he pointed his feet downward at the enemy's upper back, and threw a hundred G's into the pike. As fast as a blink, he hit the enemy at three hundred meters per second, delivering enough force to crush the armored body and everything it protected against the wall. Chad let his muscles absorb the impact, but their travel was so fast that they cratered - the wall gave away as granite blocks shattered. Chad's faceplate smashed into his knees as he crumpled in a ball. His body withstood the impact, but the violence of it overtook him for a moment. In that moment, Watchdren took over, and launched them at the second tallboy. By the time Chad had mentally caught up to his masino, Watchdren had slain the tallboy. 
 
      
 
    Over the fire team net, their leader kept shouting: "We are engaging the enemy! We're fighting!" 
 
      
 
    Varen replied: "Switch over to the squad net - we - know we're fighting!" 
 
      
 
    Chad crashed onto the ground after a miss on a tallboy. He heard their team leader say, "No, I will not fight you…" 
 
      
 
    Chad saw him standing there, with his pike at his side. Watchdren said: "He's hypno'd, and his masino is out." 
 
      
 
    But, the tallboys ignored him. Chad looked up. It felt like he was standing in a forest of falling trees. And, on the ground, minotaurs were rushing him. A shrill whine filled his head - it was the tone alarm showing that his masino's frequency had been identified, and was being hacked. When it his it crescendo, Watchdren would be comprimised, along with the entire platoon's network. 
 
      
 
    Chad stood en garde with his pike level at his hips, and his feet spread as the wall of armored death fall on him. The whining climaxed, and Watchdren said: "Don't get us killed while I reboot." 
 
      
 
    Chad felt the masino disappear. He felt the enemy's telepathy pull at his mind, encouraging him to drop his guard. He did. The ground thundered with the footfalls of the tallboys. A pair of pincers reached for him. Varen and Sarah both yelled: "Chad!" 
 
      
 
    As the pincers closed in and the enemy fell on him, Chad exploded upward, throwing a hundred G's into the pike, and gripping it with all his strength as it tore lengthwise through the enemy's armored face with a roar of metal and a spray of atomized blood. He was still wearing the tallboy's faceplate over his right shoulder as he arced down, crashed through the body of a second tallboy, and plowed into a squad of minotaurs. 
 
      
 
    Stabbing forward and back, he rammed the pike blades through a different enemy body with each thrust. The squad melted around him like candles placed around a roaring fire. Varen flew to Chad, but the squad was destroyed by the time he landed. Sarah landed next to them, and said, "I have your backs!" 
 
      
 
    Chad felt Watchdren coming back online. He and Varen stood abreast, a pike's distance apart, and advanced on a wall of minotaurs and tallboys. Anything their pikes touched was shredded as they marched over a carpet of twitching bodies in smashed armor. Sarah held back, and called out threats they missed. As the enemies tried to surround them, she used, for the first time, her newfound power of telekinesis - she pushed the enemies away from her and the others. She quickly found they were easier to toss if she first lifted them a few centimeters from the ground before throwing them a few meters back. However, she didn't have time to revel in her power; she merely used it. She didn't let them go so far back they could gain momentum and charge; she found she could keep them off balance and occupied by continually tossing them back. Then, on instinct, she planted the rear blade of her pike into the ground, pointed it at a minotaur, and pulled him with all her might. The enemy was yanked forward with such intensity that his arms and legs flew back as his breast was impaled on her forward blade. She threw the enemy back off her weapon, and closed the gap between her and the others. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, they were surrounded. Pincer claws and diffusal blades were all they could see. Chad said, "Explode up with me." As one they leapt, and threw max G's into their pikes, firing high enough into the air that they could see across the city. 
 
      
 
    "Down," Chad said. They plummeted, and crashed three tallboys with their bodies. They emerged from the wreckage of power armor, splintered bones, and burst flesh, and formed their trio again. This time they stood abreast with the city wall at their back. Chad gestured behind him, and said, "There - it's Erin. Sarah, get her to the rear." 
 
      
 
    Sarah broke away from a minotaur. It lunged after her, only to be cut through the waist by Varen. Sarah tossed Erin's pike to Chad, which he immediately swapped out for his own; his blades had lost half their mass as they self-sharpened. Sarah pulled Erin's arms around her, but Erin pulled away. She said, "I'll stay with you. I'm fine - I'm just missing my legs." She locked onto Sarah with one arm, and pulled Sarah's blaster with her free hand. 
 
      
 
    "Fine," Sarah said, picking up her pike, and resuming the fight. Erin only weighed about five hundred kilos, without her lower half. 
 
      
 
    Again, they were being overwhelmed. "Throw grenades and jump!" They pulled the pins off grenades and dropped them. As the enemy's fell on them, they fired back up, clearing the blast zone of their grenades. Their deflectors hissed with blue static, and a snaking stream of fire trailed up at them from the ground. They dropped back into the enemy's midst, killing and scattering, and formed up again, with Sarah in the rear as the two men advanced. With Erin watching her back and firing with her blaster, Sarah was more free to observe as the two worked. Erin, too, had awakened to the potential of her telekinetic power, and was tossing the enemies away every time they got too close. 
 
      
 
    "Two tallboys," she said. "Nine o'clock." 
 
      
 
    Chad cried out: "Blood!" He stumbled back. "Sarah!" 
 
      
 
    As he lost his balance, Sarah whirled on the attacker, who didn't see her until he was already committed to stabbing Chad with his diffusal blade. The horizontal slash of her pike lopped off both upraised arms and his head. But as his body was falling away, another minotaur stepped into his place. As Sarah spun from her attack, Erin shot him point blanc in the eyes with her blaster. Sarah completed her spin, and drove her pike blade in and out of his chest, dropping him. 
 
      
 
    "Jump for the tallboys!" Chad shouted. Varen cleared his attacker, and sent the others reeling with a spin of his pike. As he swung around, the three of them leapt. Sarah and Chad killed theirs, but, Varen's tallboy caught him with a blow, dropping him to the ground. As it grabbed for him, Chad and Sarah attacked its ankles, chopping through them like lumberjacks. The alien screeched as it collapsed onto its knees. But, in its death, it clamped onto Varen's torso, and squeezed. Varen yelled in rage and thrashed in futile agony as he felt the pincer blades slicing through his armor and into his chest. Red warnings flashed in his vision as his core was compromised. Suddenly, the pressure ceased; Chad and Sarah had cut the pincer free. But with minotaurs closing in from all sides, they couldn't free Varen. 
 
      
 
    Varen squirmed, but, the strange metal of the pincers held his arms to his sides. He couldn't get enough leverage to free himself. He found he could sit up, rotating the pincer with him. As Chad and Sarah fought with their pikes, Erin called out targets and held onto Sarah with one hand while firing with the other. Varen caught motion with the corner of his left eye, and looked to see their fire team leader approaching, stepping over a pile of bodies. 
 
      
 
    'Woah, glad it's you," he said. But, the team leader merely swung back with his pike, and slammed it into Varen's face. Varen was smashed to the ground as he shouted, "Wait! Help!" His head felt like it'd be torn from his neck as the team leader tried to wrestle the blade from his face. But, it had bit halfway into his head, and was lodged hard. He stepped on Varen's forehead and pulled the pike free, raised it in a killing blow. Varen released a death scream. But, the soldier's arms and head went flying through the air as the pike dropped straight down. Chad finished it by cutting him through at the waist, leaving only the torso and its brain case intact. 
 
      
 
    Varen lay back, assessing his injuries. Chad yelled, "What in Hell was that?" 
 
      
 
    "He was hypno'd," Varen replied. With his new talents, he felt the source of the control. "That minotaur at your three o'clock. He's not dead. He's just got a severed spine. He's channelled into our team leader's brain." 
 
      
 
    Chad located the fallen minotaur, and smashed its head open. They immediately felt their leader return to the fire team net, as if he was coming to consciousness after a nap. "Uh," he said. "Am I alive, or dead?" 
 
      
 
    "You were out of control," Chad replied. "We had to isolate your torso." 
 
      
 
    "You what?" he said indignantly. 
 
      
 
    "Just shut up a second," Chad said, looking around. No enemies remained standing. The squad net and the platoon net were silent, which meant that they had changed channels without informing them. Or, perhaps they had, but the hypno'd fire team leader hadn't changed over, or passed the word. He turned to Varen, and jammed a pair of pikes through the gap between the pincer blades. He pried them apart, and pulled Varen to his feet. Despite the slices in his armor, he was still functional. The four of them looked each other over. Other than being cut in half, Erin was unscathed. But the others were slashed, torn, and burnt. No one wore their fatigues anymore - those had been burnt into ash by lasers. Chad was missing both pauldrons and half a chest plate, leaving the cords of metal muscle exposed. Some of the muscle strands were cut, leaving razor-sharp bands of muscle frayed like wire cable. Varen, too, was torn up, and had the slashes to his faceplate, chest, and back. Sarah was most intact, since she had spent most of the fight on defense. 
 
      
 
    "Well," Varen said, looking around. He was standing in a radioactive junkyard of bloody alien armor, and was ankle-deep in blood and shrapnel. The limbs of tallboys lay across each other, like a forest of felled trees. He sighed, and said, "That wasn't so hard, was it? All that hard work and training paid off! Did we win the war? Can we go home now?" 
 
      
 
    Chad looked at Varen. "You go back to the squad, and find out what the situation is, and what channel we're supposed to be on." 
 
      
 
    "Why me?" Varen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Do you want to be in charge?" 
 
      
 
    "No," Varen said, leaning on his pike. "But, I can't just do as you order." 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Chad's voice mixed with Watchdren's. 
 
      
 
    "Because this is the part in our soldier's story where we have to make decisions after the fall of our chain of command. And, the naturally competitive and testy personalities of our heroes clash as we determine who should be giving orders!" 
 
      
 
    "Varen just go," Chad said, pointing toward the city. "Our stupid lives are at stake, man!" 
 
      
 
    "Why don't you send Sarah?" Varen asked. "Oh, wait - that's your wife. Isn't that preferential treatment, or something?" 
 
      
 
    Chad shook his head. "I'll go," he said, mounting his pike. But, before he could launch, Varen leapt and shot off. 
 
      
 
    It only took him a moment to fly to the squad headquarters. The street was filled with enemy corpses, and their pieces. He landed and stared at a pile of destroyed SI bodies, stacked together like broken dolls. Seeing a pike with fresh blades, he swapped it for his, and leapt again. He rode the pick in a parabolic arc over the boulevard, and the city square came into view. There was a fight raging there. Over the fire team net, he yelled: "The action is in the square! C'mon!" 
 
      
 
    He exploded for the back of a tallboy, flashed through its deflector, and sent his pike's blade through the enemy's back. He rode the monster forward as it fell, and landed face to face with Van Cref. He recognized her immediately by her mask; her faceplate was torn away, along with her eyes. Her blasted body was missing almost all its armor, exposing long limbs of twisted muscle. She recoiled from Varen, and said, "I thought you were dead." 
 
      
 
    "Uh, no," he said. "What's the platoon channel?" 
 
      
 
    "555198B," she said. Varen flashed this over to his fireteam, and jumped into the channel, immediately becoming one with the platoon net. He had a glimpse of the platoon roster, and reeled; there were way more red icons showing 'unit destroyed,' and 'KIA,' than there were yellow icons showing 'wounded.' There were only a couple green icons showing 'systems nominal.' But, he didn't have time to take count, as he and Van Cref wheeled on a fresh squad of minotaurs. As they stood abreast and backed up while working them, Varen thought, Will this crap ever end? 
 
      
 
    With a dozen enemies on them, they leapt, and came back down, scattering the enemy, but each catching one in the back. Varen gave a war cry and charged them. Van Cref, low on energy, held back. Varen tore through one enemy, and wounded his comrade, before the others could reach him with his blades. He leapt, and one with a jump pack followed him. But, Varen reversed course, hard, and drove the pike through the enemy, piercing him from mouth to crotch like a pig on a spit. He hit the ground and shot back up, freeing his lance. He rose high. The battle raged beneath him. As he dropped back into the fray, Chad and Sarah joined him. By now, Erin had been lashed to Sarah with strapping. She held a blaster in each hand. They joined Van Cref and made the same fighting formation they had earlier, only with Van Cref in between Chad and Varen. As they started fighting, Varen parried a diffusal blade with his pike, and laughed aloud. 
 
      
 
    His copy of 3K asked: "What is so funny?" 
 
      
 
    Without pausing his attack, he answered: "Until millions of years have passed since man first fought hand-to-hand, and here in the thirty-ninth century, when the galaxy can be crossed in a heartbeat, and it still continues." 
 
      
 
    He ran his blade through a minotaur, and kicked the body off his weapon. 3K said, "I do not see why that's amusing." 
 
      
 
    As they cleared away the last few minotaurs, they were faced with a group of tallboys. Their energy was spent, and they hung back, waiting for it to recharge. But as they waited, dark profiles exploded up from the square, and took the tallboys down. SIs crested a small hillock of enemy corpses. It was Mustaf and a dozen others. Perhaps another dozen soldiers rendezvoused with them from the direction of the arch. 
 
      
 
    But, as they converged, a fresh wave of enemies lurched into the square. Varen thought, There's no way we're going to make it. 
 
      
 
    3K overhead this, and said, "We will. Wait and see." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, right," he replied. As the enemy opened fire, Varen said, "Hey - Casker said we were just going to retreat. What happened to that plan?" 
 
      
 
    "Let's try my plan," Mustaf said. "Even you can follow it, Varen: Attack!" 
 
      
 
    "I knew he'd say that," Varen grumbled, as they followed his lead, merging with the enemies before their ranged weapons started taking them out. He kept the platoon roster in the back of his mind, expecting to see the few remaining yellow and green icons blink to red. But, as they tore through the enemy, he realized that his 3K had been right: They were winning. The soldiers still on their feet were not going to fall as easily as the others. Either they were better fighters, or they had survived the shock of their first fight, or, they had lived just long enough to learn a few survival tricks. He didn't know for sure. But, he knew for sure that the group of survivors he was in fought with a silent synergy. Barely a word was spoken as they worked together. 
 
      
 
    Their numbers were finally greater than the enemy's. They surrounded a last squad of minotaurs. Their pikes fell and stabbed like the tines of a threshing machine as they felled them from all sides. The last one was stabbed through by six pikes at the same time. They all pulled out, and let the alien crumple straight to the ground, where it died while kneeling, supported by its armor. 
 
      
 
    As soon as it was still, Mustaf ordered: "Pair up, locate the fallen brain housing units by their transponders and bring them to the arch." 
 
      
 
    Chad and Sarah found one another, and jumped to the nearest casualty. She was trapped beneath the fallen body of a tallboy. Her body was trashed - decapitated, with legs and arms missing. But, the brain case was what they wanted, and it was inact. While Sarah and Erin stood watch, Chad used his body tool to open the backplate and expose the core. The bright orange casing of the BHU greeted him. But, it was beneath the light blue glow of the absolute core shield, which could only be penetrated by unspeakable forces. The absolute core shield was nicknamed the 'holiest of holies' due to it being the last shield of protection for a cerbo and masino, as well as its cobalt iridescence. Chad used a key on his body wrench to switch it off, and then unfastened the data bridge, and the four powered latches that held the case to the body core. He grabbed the handle and pulled Private Mendoz, A.W., from her body. They brought that one to the arch as ordered, and went out for the next. 
 
      
 
    They retrieved another brain case, and then came across a transponder flashing a low urgency signal. The body was stabbed straight through the chest, including the brain case. The life support and EKG readings were all tanked. The twisted armor infused the brain case, like tendrils of a steel plant. They brought the whole body back to the arch. When they reached it, there was a stack of sixty brain cases and a pile of bodies and torsos. Eighteen of the brain cases were destroyed. There were only twenty functioning units left in the platoon, including Erin. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf ordered them to line the casualties up along the threshold of the arch. When they had done so, they spread out to push them through in the least amount of time possible. The arch flashed open to a destination, which looked like an enormous garage. No one took a second look, and as soon as all the casualties were through the arch, it went back to a black shadow. 
 
      
 
    Chad asked, "Where'd we send them?" 
 
      
 
    "To a depot," Mustaf replied. "They'll be installed in new bodies and shipped back to us within the hour." 
 
      
 
    "What about our dead?" Van Cref asked. 
 
      
 
    "They're already in eternity," he replied. "You can be there are a ton of enemies left in this town. But, we can't leave yet. We can't even rest and repair, or they'll just waltz in and shut down this arch, and we'll lose this city." He dispersed the remaining members of the platoon around the town square, where they took cover in the buildings and waited for orders. 
 
      
 
    Chad stood in the bell tower of the cathedral, along with Varen, and Sarah, who was still wearing Erin's torso like an oversized backpack. 
 
      
 
    "Where are the civilians?" Chad asked. 
 
      
 
    "The ones that didn't make it out before the hard rain are down in the basements and bomb shelters." 
 
      
 
    "We should get them out of here," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    "Take a look at your rad meter," Mustaf said, matter-of-factly. 
 
      
 
    Chad couldn't believe his eyes. At his location, he was reading over a thousand sieverts. It was enough to kill a human being in a few seconds. Even a millisecond of exposure was a lethal dose. He looked around the town, and slowly grew aware of a subtle colors glowing with every hue of the rainbow. The city was littered with hundreds of tons of fallout. "What?" he exclaimed. "Did we get nuked?" 
 
      
 
    "No," Mustaf said. "But those ship cores are intensely radioactive, and all the warheads that were intercepted before they went critical blew into plutonium shards. So when a space battle in the high atmosphere turns thirty million tons worth of ships into scrap, this is what you get." 
 
      
 
    The air was totally silent. Chad felt himself stand on something soft, like a deep rug. He ooked down at his feet. The floor of the belfry was covered in soft feathers. He moved his foot, which still had the remnant of his boot, and realized that the deep rug was composed of dozens of dead pigeons. 
 
      
 
    "What - what about the civilians?" Varen asked. The vision of the green-eyed girl infatuated with him sprang to mind. "They're down in basements? What the bloody hell is a basement going to protect them from with this poison covering the town? We have to get them out of here!" 
 
      
 
    "And do what, Varen? Drag them through the streets? They'll be instantly fried. If any of them are still alive, they have to stay put," Mustaf said. "They only thing we can hope for is a rescue team." 
 
      
 
    Varen screamed in anger, and punched his fist through the granite wall holding up the corner of the tower loft. Chad kicked away pigeons, and sat down. He reached up, and Sarah joined him. She leaned on him as they looked out at the glowing, burning city, and waited for help to arrive. 
 
      
 
    Chad tried to close his eyes, but, the eyelids were swollen shut. The eyes were growing scales as the organic tissue was destroyed by the radiation. At this rate, he would have to rely on his body's sensors in the next fight… 
 
      
 
    Chad looked out at the mindless destruction, and thought, I now know what hate is: Hate is the only place in my soul for the cause of this death and ruin. As long as the enemies of my race exist, my heart will be filled with hate. 
 
      
 
    Sarah leaned her head on his ruined shoulder, and took his hand in hers. He looked down at their entwined fingers, and thought, As much as I hate them I love her; she is the only other point of existence in the universe that I can truly touch. God in Heaven protect her, and help me fight for her with all my might and power… 
 
      
 
    He sat on the edge of the belfry, above an abyss of hate, with the light of love dozing on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a few hours, the arch opened, and the surviving members of the platoon returned in new combat bodies. Mustaf was too cautious to leave the battlefield, so, they brought him a new SI, opened the backplates of both units, and swapped his brain case in less than five seconds. Once he was in his new body, he sent Chad and the others back through the arch. 
 
      
 
    They emerged into what looked like a garage and a factory merged together. Gravity was extremely light, and there were no humans in sight, and no SIs. Just bots. They were guided onto a conveyor belt, and laid face-down. Chad felt metal hands grab him and pick him up, as if he was an infant. He was scanned with visible lasers, and dumped in a tank of liquid. More hands pulled him through the liquid, and he emerged free of radiation. He remained stock still as metal arms held him in position, as other arms whizzed and whirred around him, unbolting or torching away damaged armor sections, cutting slashed muscles, and restretching new ones back over his skeleton. He couldn't keep up with the pace of work. Without warning, his organic eyes were pulled out of their sockets. Before this could alarm him, a new pair was installed. With a final double slam, his repaired armor chest plate and back plate were slapped onto him. An electric motor whined as it torqued the armor into place, and Chad was almost tossed out of the steel grasp. landing on his feet, only to be guided by a robotic hand into what looked like a camouflage curtain. At the last second, he recognize his own icon in the camouflage pattern. Steel hands guided him through the curtain, which stretched over him like a spider's web. The curtain was a membrane color scheme, and it wrapped him. He was hit with a blast of air, and released. He found himself face-to-face with Erin Soreni, who blinked at him. He looked down at himself, and saw that he had been restored to new. 
 
      
 
    A bot tossed a bundle into his arms. It was fatigues and boots. He and Erin dressed themselves, and were guided back to an arch, where they met the others. Their pikes were returned to them, reconditioned, with new blades. Bots lined them up along the arch, and they waited for several moments. 
 
      
 
    As he stood there, Chad looked at himself and his comrades. The smell of fresh paint and new uniform cloth was thick in the air. The only proof that he'd survived a grisly battle was in the patched scars of their reconditioned armor. He thought, Did we really just survive that fight? 
 
      
 
    The arch opened to the scene of the destroyed city square. As they stepped across the threshold, back into the radioactive wasteland, he knew that it hadn't been some kind of dream, but a living nightmare. One out of five of their comrades was dead. People they'd grown up with. The sky above them was a cloak of black, but the dawn light was a ring of blood red fire stretching around the horizon. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf rearranged the platoon. Chad was made the leader of his fire team. Tutiba didn't comment on this. Neither did Chad. He knew that, perhaps only a day ago, he would have rejected even the minor command of a few soldiers. But after he saw what he saw, he knew the only way to set things right – if he even had a chance to do so - was to use the hated fighting talents God had given him. 
 
      
 
    They took their position back up in the belfry of the cathedral. Mustaf had said the enemy was in the city, but they only had to guard the square. Just before noon, the arch flashed and let through a dozer that cleared a path through the square, which was verily filled with trashed enemies. It was followed by white ground buses with red crosses. Mustaf ordered Chad's team to accompany one to a shelter he designated on the map over the platoon net. They leaped down into the square, and lead the way. In the light of day, they came across many dead civilians, buried beneath hard rain. As they approached the entrance to the shelter, they came across bodies that had fallen dead on top of the scrap. 
 
      
 
    Varen leaped to the shelter entrance. The shelter's thick, armored doors had been cut away at the hinges and locks. It was dark down there. The lights didn't work. Rescue bots lit up the wide-open space with their search lights. 
 
      
 
    Varen sank to his knees, followed by Sarah and Erin. Chad simply stared. The shelter was large – at least the size of several football fields. It had held at least ten thousand people. They were all dead, slaughtered en masse. Great piles of bodies were heaped against the walls, up to the cathedral ceilings, as the living tried to escape by scaling the dead. 
 
      
 
    As his friends wailed, Chad felt nothing. He looked at the bodies, and the blood going down a floor drain in a gurgling whirlpool, with complete detachment. He asked Watchdren, "What is this? What happened?" 
 
      
 
    "I hate to say it, but, I've seen it before," Watchdren said. "Minotaurs got into the shelter. Killed everyone just for the sake of it." 
 
      
 
    Chad walked out of the shelter, and sat down. The ground was moving. Countless ants were ganging up on pieces of scrap, using their combined strength to carry them away. Only, they weren't ants, but tiny robots that had come through the arch in large crates. Torrents of scrap flowed down the boulevard, toward the arch, where they were tossed into a one-way teleport channel to a neutron star. The tiny robots built more of themselves out of the scrap covering the ground. Their numbers multiplied exponentially, until they swarmed the ground. By the time his fire team made their way out of the shelter, the street was a river of scrap flowing toward the arch. 
 
      
 
    Chad reported his status back to Chambers, who ordered him to remain on site before heading to the next shelter in their sector of the city, which was further out from the square. Chad suddenly realized, The enemy might be there - right now - killing more people. 
 
      
 
    He shouted for his team as he stood. Without waiting for them to recover, he replied back to Chambers: "There's nothing around here. We're heading for the next shelter." 
 
      
 
    "Negative," Chambers said. "You will stay on station until otherwise ordered." 
 
      
 
    "Sure, Chambers," Chad said. "Just like last time? Gonna try to cut hang us out to dry again?" 
 
      
 
    There was a brief pause, but, Chambers only replied: "Do as you're told." 
 
      
 
    Chad kicked a pile of scrap, sending it and countless tiny robots flying. He groaned with anger and ran back down the steps to the shelter door. "Come on!" he shouted at his team. "Get out of here!" He pushed Erin toward the stairs, and she staggered up them. He grabbed Sarah and swept her out. He turned back and said, "Varen, come on." Seeing Sarah up the stairs, he turned and grabbed Varen. "Hey! Snap out of it!" 
 
      
 
    Varen whirled on him, slamming him in the chest, and sending him flying into a blast wall so hard that Chad rebounded, and lost his grip on his pike. He lunged to grab it, and landed on his knees in the pool of coagulating blood. He looked up at Varen, and said, "I guess you're finally serious, huh?" 
 
      
 
    A foul curse flew from Varen lips as he advanced on Chad, and punched down, striking him in the head so hard it dented both his knuckles and his target. Chad was smashed into the bloody mess on the floor. He stood and threw up his faceplate, and attacked Varen, pummeling him in the face and body with his free hand. Varen fell back, then stood en garde, and threw up his pike, aiming at Chad's chest. 
 
      
 
    Rage filled Chad; he threw up his own pike. Varen's weapon exploded from his hands, and lodged into the wall. Chad screamed as he put the point of his forward blade to his friend's chest, pressing him to the wall. "You want to kill me, huh? Now you can feel what I feel!" 
 
      
 
    Chad's body froze. Watchdren had seized control, and said: "You're out of your mind with anger. I think I'll control us until you can calm down." 
 
      
 
    Varen's masino, too, took control of their body. The two of them walked outside, ignoring Sarah and Erin. Sarah asked, "What happened?" But, Chad couldn't turn around; he was merely a passenger in his combat body. But, he could speak. "Varen flipped out and attacked me." 
 
      
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
      
 
    "Ask him." 
 
      
 
    "Varen?" 
 
      
 
    Varen gave no answer. They stood outside the shelter as the street moved in a river of scrap flowing to the arch. The rescue bus and its bots were still there. Finally, Chambers ordered them to recon the next shelter. 
 
      
 
    They launched up to the roofs, and bounded up the street. On the third hop, Chad felt Watchdren share control of their body. But, the masino said, "We're watching you two. We won't allow you to inflict harm on each other." 
 
      
 
    Instead of a smart reply, Chad just said, "Understood." 
 
      
 
    They landed in a roundabout intersection. The entrance to the shelter was built into a massive granite statue of some locally famous guy on horseback. They saw no evidence of the enemy, and the shelter door was intact, and locked from the inside. 
 
      
 
    The rescue bus caught up to them. The vehicle contained a teleport arch. While Chad and his team stood on roofs and kept watch over the intersection, the rescue bots cleared debris and hard rain from the shelter entrance, and covered the ground in hard foam that blocked gamma rays. They erected a portable tunnel from the back of the van to the shelter hatch. 
 
      
 
    Chad channeled over to Varen: "What was that, back there?" 
 
      
 
    "Forget it, Chad," Varen said. "You got under my skin." 
 
      
 
    "First time for everything," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    "I said, forget it." 
 
      
 
    "Fine," Chad replied, but he knew he couldn't. For a moment, Varen was ready to kill him. He could forgive that, but he couldn't forget. "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to set you off. I didn't even think that was possible. Maybe you'll tell me why it happened, sometime." 
 
      
 
    "I might as well tell you right now," Varen replied. "And I don't know if I'll get in trouble for saying it, or not. Hell, I don't even care, because there's no way I can share it with anyone - ever - without being overheard by man or Children of Men. You know, machines. The machines we're tied to - our masinos - or the machines that carry our thoughts and words in Haven. Or the millions of machines that are embedded everywhere you look in this damned Holy Reach." He spun around, gesturing at the city. 
 
      
 
    "Varen," Chad said, stepping toward him. "What are you talking about?" 
 
      
 
    Varen laughed. "I'm talking about serious business," he said, hysterically. "The stuff I never talked about, or cared about, because it couldn't reach me. But this filthy war sure in hell has reached me. It can't help but reach me, because they scrambled my brain with that catalyst." He gestured to his head, making spinning circles with his finger. "All those people in that chamber - not all of them were dead. They were just immoblized because the radiation fried their nervous systems. And, I felt them, Chad! God damn it! And the thing that pisses me off is that this all happens because humans are just useless cannon fodder for our masters!" 
 
      
 
    Chad stepped toward Varen, and said, "Just take a chill, Varen. Sit for a sec -" 
 
      
 
    Erin interrupted them, saying, "Guys, I think I see something down the street." 
 
      
 
    They didn't hear. Chad asked Watchdren: "What is going on? Do you understand what he's saying?" 
 
      
 
    "No," was his curt reply. 
 
      
 
    "Of course he wouldn't know!" Chad screamed. "He's not programmed to give a crap about anything but warfare! You know this!" 
 
      
 
    "Guys!" Sarah shouted, looking in Erin's direction. 
 
      
 
    Varen shouted: "Mankind lost to the machines a long time ago! Everything you believe about God, Christ, Salvation, the way to live your life - it's all a bloody lie to keep you complacent!" He pounded his metal chest: "Do you really think God's ultimate plan is for us to be friggin combat cyborgs to save machines that can't save themselves?" He screamed as he threw his pike with all his might at the statue of the man on the horse, hitting the animal square in the chest, and blowing the monument into a cloud of granite dust that trailed after the pike, which was already long gone. 
 
      
 
    Sarah shouted: "We're under attack!" 
 
      
 
    The intersection exploded in a shower of sparks and dust as purple rays, a hundred times brighter than a welders torch, cut across the monument and the circle. Rescue bots exploded into slag. The bus was vaporized in a spray of molten steel and plastic. The tunnel to the shelter collapsed from the heat of a blast, and boiling plastic spilled across dozens of writhing bodies. Over the carnage, they could see the heads of tallboys swaying as they sprinted up the boulevard. Varen shrieked in rage. Chad flashed their status back up to his squad leader, and shouted: "Varen, secure the shelter door! Sarah and Erin - on me!" 
 
      
 
    The three of them exploded upward. Varen shook his head as the pain of the fallen flooded his nervous system. He jumped down to the shelter entrance, and forced people back inside. He threw a rescue bot back in, and turned to see people trapped in the melted plastic tunnel, struggling for breath. He knelt and tore a child from the horrid trap, tried not to notice her burns, and handed her to a rescue bot. As he turned again, a purple ray laced the ground where the tunnel lay, turning the victims into ash and superheated steam. A dark shadow fell across the entrance, and the burning, emerald eyes of a Medusan tallboy descended on them. At the same time, the scramble warning rose to a crescendo so quickly that 3K didn't have time to reboot - she did a full shutdown. 
 
      
 
    Varen whirled, and slammed the shelter door shut as a pincer snatched him by the waist and pulled him up high. Varen screamed in rage as he felt the pressure build. But, his hands were free. He grabbed the plutonium core sticky grenade, and screamed: "Fire in the hole!" He hurled it straight at the enemy's face, followed by unspeakable curses and screams of raw hatred; he figured he was going to die, but would be sure to take his killer with him - the grenade had an effective kill radius of a quarter of a mile on Medusan targets. It had stuck to the enemy's intake grill. The pressure of the pincers paused and the enemy stumbled, swiping at its face. The intersection reeled beneath lance as the enemy's armored skull was vaporized by a fusion explosion that nearly tore lance in half as he was ripped from the claw and shot at 3,000 meters per second across the square, and straight through the granite wall of an apartment building. 
 
      
 
    The shockwave from the fission grenade flattened everything in the intersection. Chad, Sarah and Erin found themselves tossed amidst a pile of writhing enemies at the foot of a building. Chad stood with all his might, rising through a pile of armor, and finding himself armpit-deep in a pile of entangled armor. Erin freed her upper body, and kicked her way out of the pile, stabbing in rapid succession a half dozen minotaurs. But from within the writhing pile of armor, Sarah screamed: "I can't move!" She howled in pain. "They got me - help!" 
 
      
 
    Chad planted his pike into the cobbles and started throwing bodies, alive or dead. Erin frantically joined him. But in seconds, they were swamped by recovering minotaurs. Chad grabbed his pike and started wrecking them as he shouted to Erin: "I'll cover you - get her out!" 
 
      
 
    Erin lifted - with her mind - and the pile started coming apart as the Medusans kicked and thrashed. She was able to toss them with almost no effort, and they flew in an arc until they left her sphere of influence, where they crashed straight to the ground when they reached normal gravity. She saw Sarah's leg, and reached for it, when the world exploded with light and heat. Erin and Chad screamed in pain and shock as the ray swirled across them. Chad jumped straight up out of the beam. At the end of the street, half a kilometer away, a tallboy was taking cover behind the corner of a building, while lazing the pile of bodies, committing fratricide as it tried to extinguish the two humans. Without words, he and Watchdren worked as one as they threw the pike at the tiny target, and setting the weapon's drive to a hundred G's. The pike sliced through the deflector shield and shattered the enemy's power core, detonating it like a car-sized grenade. Chad dropped back down into the pile. Erin was beset from all sides. Six minotaurs held her arms out while others slashed and stabbed at her glowing armor. Chad pulled her pike from the cobbles, and stabbed half of them straight through their exposed backs before they realized he was there. The others were forced to let her go to defend themselves. Chad tossed Erin her pike, and snatched his from the air as it returned via remote control. He glanced at Sarah - she was being pulled from the pile, and being stabbed in the same way Erin was - crucifix style; arms held out by half a dozen minotaurs, while the others wrecked her. He saw her head go sailing, and a white-hout diffusal blade penetrate through her back. 
 
      
 
    Chad gave a warcry and attacked. He cleared the ones from her back, but, Erin couldn't join him - she was swamped in the melee. The minotaurs holding Sarah's arms refused to let go even as they fell under Chad's blades - the dragged her down with their death grips while the others stabbed her chest. She was dragged forward, and Chad fell on her back, protecting her. In a snap, he slammed his shoulder into her back, knocking her to the ground and pinning minotaurs beneath her. Chad stabbed three of them straight through their faces as they lay beneath the decapitated combat body. But, he was attacked from all sides. He could only stand over her and spin. 
 
      
 
    Chad shouted: "Sarah - release your backplate!" 
 
      
 
    "Done," she said. He looked down and say her armored plate open. Chad gave a final, furious attack, and dropped back onto her. He pulled the backplate open, tore away the data link, and snatched her brain case out of her body, just as a diffusal blade pierced her chest and swirled around in the space it had just occupied. He tried to jump clear, but a wave of enemies knocked him to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Chad woke up in a pink room, in a pile of flaming stuffed animals and dolls. Every shred of clothing had been stripped from his body, and his armor was white hot. He saw the hole in the wall that his body had made as it entered this girl's room. He got to his feet, and ran, smoldering, back through the holes he'd made. Every footfall ignited the parquet floor. He had to duck through seven interior walls and jump across on open stairwell before he reached the spot where he entered the building, and looked out. The intersection was dominated by the tall, curling mushroom cloud from his grenade. Through the fire team net, he felt his friends beneath a swarm of enemies. He saw a fallen tallboy, along with its laser rifle, which was the size of a tank barrel. He leapt for it, and picked the weapon up on his shoulder, with the pistol grip against his back, and the trigger in front of his face. 
 
      
 
    He was beset on all sides by minotaurs, but, not before he aimed at the enemies swarming over his friends, screamed with hatred, and pulled the trigger all the way back. The weapon flashed at full power, firing an array of one hundred 10,000 angstrom lasers, each burning with a million megawatts. The combined power of countless photons flying out the barrel at the speed of light almost threw Varen off balance as he raked the beam through the enemy horde at point blanc range, tearing through deflector shields and vaporizing armor, flesh and bones with the concentrated fury of a trillion sun beams. 
 
      
 
    The weapon's safeties threw before the power pack went critical, and the beam vanished. Even though his faceplate had been down, Varen's eyes were burned away by the beam. However, he could still see with the false color image of his radar. He didn't know where his friends were. He didn't care. He no longer cared if he lived or died. And even though he'd erased countless enemies from the battlefield, there were more to take their place. As another set of minotaurs fell on him, he snatched a diffusal blade from the ground, and was thrown forward as he was kicked from behind. He somersaulted and spun, and blocked a blow from a blade. He pressed into the enemy, placed his faceplate against his, and stared him in the eyes as they locked blades. He shouted: "What are you!" 
 
      
 
    The enemy answered by throwing him back. Varen spun the blade in his grip, and shouted, "What am I?" as he attacked, flashing faster than the Medusans could track, and sending them to the ground. He snatched another blade from a dying hand, and shouted at his attackers: "You're nothing! Even this close, I feel nothing from you! You're soulless! You're nothing but a force of nature! But you can't beat me! Why! Use your 'pathy, you freaks! Or doesn't it work on me?" 
 
      
 
    He attacked again. This time, they were too many, and he had grown too weak. His body slowed, and he took a painful stab to the small of the back that made him see red as his absolute threshold was nearly compromised. He cursed: "Filthy whore!" And whirled, killing his attacker, and jumping up, away. But, one of them grabbed his foot, and he was thrown into the ground, hard. Varen cried out as he kicked and punched at the crowd falling on him. A pair of armored limbs got him in a sleeper hold, and crushed his head into his chest with a powered grip. Others attacked him with diffusals, slashing away armor, faceplate, and shoulders. Varen felt his chest torn open. He struggled, but his muscles were drained, only exerting the recharge force coming in from his power core. It suddenly felt like gravity had increased a hundredfold, and he sank to the ground, thinking he was too spent to even stand. 
 
      
 
    But, his attackers, too, sank, and collapsed on him. They screamed like stuck pigs as they were killed. Gravity returned to normal, and corpses were thrown off of him. Erin stood over him, her destroyed male model SI profiled against the sky. Her armored plates were either missing, slashed to ribbons, or hanging off their fasteners. Her muscles were torn like frayed cables, and her body was coated in layers of alien blood, some of it burned black, some fresh and red. She looked like a being that had just stepped out of the Ninth Ring of Hell. But as she pulled him up, it felt like she was from Heaven. 
 
      
 
    "Come with me!" she said, throwing him on her back, and launching on her pike, missile style. They landed on the rooftop where they had been when the attack commenced. Down in the intersection, the enemy was regrouping. Varen finally remembered to reset 3K. He didn't see Sarah -at first. A bright orange brain case stenciled CASKER, S.D. was on the ground next to Varen. Chad picked it up, and said, "Hide her back there," nodding to a small service building on the roof. 
 
      
 
    Varen obeyed. Chad looked over the edge of the roof. It only took a glance for his masino to count how many enemies were still down there. They had already reorganized into four squads of about a dozen each. All of them were minotaurs. Chad relayed their situation back up to his squad leader. But, there was no acknowledgment. He tried the platoon net, and found Van Cref. Her orders came in a mental flash: "Protect your shelter at all costs." 
 
      
 
    Chad hung his head as he looked over Varen, Erin, and himself. They were all basically scrapped. His body was only running at half strength because of damage to his muscles, and his armor was gone except for his lower legs and forearms. He half wished that he'd already been destroyed, so that he had an excuse to cease fighting. He was also relieved that Sarah's brain case was already secured, but he realized that if they lost this intersection, she might be discovered and destroyed. 
 
      
 
    Through the fire team net, he felt her presence and her spirit. He channeled to her: "I love you. You're safe for now; I'll be back for you." 
 
      
 
    "I'm praying for us, my love," she said. "As long as you live, so do I." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chad pulled back from the roof, and said, "Erin, hang up here until Varen and I get to the ground floor through this building. You'll jump down, and get a squad to follow you into the building. There, we will ambush them. Make sure nothing else comes in behind and gets in your blind spot. Keep an eye on the entrance to the shelter. If they attack it we'll have to respond immediately." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," she said. 
 
      
 
    She fell back a bit while Varen and Chad went into the service building. Chad saw Sarah's case tucked behind the elevator equipment. They reached the stairwell, which was the box type centered around a narrow drop straight down between the stairs and landings. They jumped over the handrails, and dropped straight down, holding their arms up as they fell. They hit the basement floor, jumped up to the first floor, and found the foyer. The building they were in was a grand hotel built in the renaissance revival style. Through the shattered windows, they could see a squad of minotaurs going straight for the entrance to the shelter. 
 
      
 
    "I have a plutonium grenade left," Chad over the net. "Erin?" 
 
      
 
    "Lost mine," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Varen, how strong is that shelter door?" 
 
      
 
    "Plenty strong," he said, glancing at the plutonium grenade in Chad's hand. "It'll definitely withstand that firecracker." 
 
      
 
    "Ok. Change of plans. Erin, get back from the edge," Chad said. "When they go for the shelter door, I'm going to nuke that squad." 
 
      
 
    The minotaurs descended on the unguarded shelter. Two went to tear open the door, while the others watched the square. Chad pulled the pin and the triple safeties, then, let the spoon fly and palmed the grenade. With one second left, he stood in the blasted-open door and threw the grenade at the squad with all his strength, launching it like a bullet from a sniper rifle, and turning away from the fission flash and blast. The building rumbled and swayed in the wake of the nuclear explosion. The pressure wave first blasted the plaster ceiling and walls in, then, sucked them out in the intersection as the atmosphere equalized. There was no sign of the squad; they'd simply been erased from existence. 
 
      
 
    However, the other two squads had survived, and, they'd seen Chad. Before a single mote of dust settled, they charged the building, coming in through both the windows and doors. Chad and Varen sprang back from the assault, dragging them into the building, and keeping them just inside melee range. The foyer narrowed as it receded to the stairwell. They leapt onto the stairs like a pair of cats, and turned on their attackers at the same time, slaying two of them, backing up, and slaying two more. The reach of their pikes was almost twice that of their enemy's diffusal swords, and in the narrow confines of the stairwell, the minotaurs were forced into a frontal assault against the two soldiers who stood above them, stabbing down with awesome effect, smashing straight through feeble parries. They killed half a dozen without effort before the minotaurs started backing up. But even as they tried to withdrew down the stairs, they found themselves unable to fend off the humans. Three more were slain in an attempt at an organized withdrawal before the minotaurs broke down in a mob and ran for it. 
 
      
 
    Chad and Varen howled with laughter as they ran down the fleeing, stabbing them through their backs, and cutting them in half. By the time they reached the foyer there were only a dozen left. But, Chad and Varen were held back from pursuing by their masinos, who put the brakes on their killing frenzy before they got in over their heads. As distance opened between combatants, the minotaurs tore into the stairway with their blasters, turning it into a storm of plasticrete crumbs and slagged rebar. Chad and Varen flew back up the stairwell to avoid the firestorm. 
 
      
 
    Erin called to them: "Should I drop in?" 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "If the coast is clear, drop in and charge the foyer." 
 
      
 
    "Roger. Dropping." 
 
      
 
    From the roof, Erin jumped off the ledge, and plummeted thirty meters through the war fog until she hit the ground, and ran into the foyer with such haste that she knocked over a minotaur. The enemy had been arrayed in a semicircle, firing at the stairwell, and she laced into them, tearing through half of them before the others had time to engage her. As they did, she exerted what she had termed her pull on them; with will alone, she multiplied the force of gravity around her. The enemy's weapons pointed at the ground as they became too heavy to wield. As the advanced on them, gravity increased exponentially. The enemies dropped to their knees. By the time she was within pike range, they were pinned to the floor by their own weight. She killed them effortlessly, and turned to the ones that were crawling away from her sphere of influence. But, before she could reach them, dark shadows burst from the dusty stairwell, and tore her enemies to pieces. Varen and Chad stood over the dismembered minotaurs as their blood gushed across the floor, mixing with the dust. With a cruel laugh, Varen kicked a head back out through the door. 
 
      
 
    Erin stood, too shocked by her own abilities to care about Varen's cruelty. She blinked at the minotaurs she killed, and said, "Look what I did…" 
 
      
 
    Chad took her by the shoulder. "C'mon. We have to get back up to the roof to protect Sarah." 
 
      
 
    "We should find some more bad guys to kill," Varen said. 
 
      
 
    Erin pointed with her chin behind him, and shouted: "There they are!" 
 
      
 
    A hailstorm of grenades flooded the room, thrown by minotaurs that had gathered outside the front of the building. They only had time to scatter in three directions before they were pummeled by shockwaves that slammed them back and forth until they lay helpless on the floor, covered in debris pouring from the ceiling while the minotaurs flooded the room. Chad got up first, just in time to see Varen, pinned by a plasticrete beam, set on by diffusal blades. 
 
      
 
    Chad watched this calmly, detachedly, as if it was a scene in a boring movie. Perhaps he was too tired to feel fear, or panic. But in his objective state of mind, he became aware once more of the weight of the alien mind resonating through the room, as if each minotaur was its receiver-transmitter. Chad felt his own mind merge with this gigantic pool of consciousness. Varen's imminent demise awoke within him an instinct. He unleashed a mental command: "Stop!" 
 
      
 
    He felt the imperative thought escape his psyche as it was broadcasted into a vast alien mind that felt like an ocean of thought. Every enemy in the room froze. Erin and Chad attacked. By the time Varen broke free from the column, they had reaped dozens of enemy lives. 
 
      
 
    "First things first," Chad replied. He flashed their status back to Van Cref. Her only reply was: "Get back to the arch immediately!" 
 
      
 
    "Roger," he replied. To his team, he said, "We have to grab Sarah and get back." 
 
      
 
    "What, we're abandoning this shelter?" Varen asked, incredulous. 
 
      
 
    "Those are just our orders," Chad said. He stopped, realizing his voice sounded strange. He suddenly realized that it felt like a long time since he'd even noticed Watchdren. But as he recalled the battle, he realized that it was because he and Watchdren had been one. And it dawned on him that the subtle warmth of happiness he felt from slaying the enemy wasn't from his own soul, but from his masino. 
 
      
 
    He ran outside, and said to Ovenine, "So, you only feel happy when you destroy the enemy? I would call you sadistic, but I guess that was how they made you." 
 
      
 
    "You like it, too," Watchdren replied. "Don't deny it." 
 
      
 
    "For me it's just a dirty job,", Chad said. He leapt, flew up under the power of his own legs for twenty meters, and used a little throw from the pike to clear the roof's edge. He jumped to the maintenance shed where Sarah was stored, and tossed open the door. 
 
      
 
    Her case wasn't there. 
 
      
 
    He ripped through the small room, and found no trace of it. 
 
      
 
    He stepped back out onto the roof to make sure he hadn't landed on the wrong roof, and called, "Varen! Where is Sarah?" 
 
      
 
    He suddenly realized he didn't feel her on the fire team net. Her status on the roster was a large red circle. His heart stopped: It meant there was no signal from her brain case. With a thought, he chose her case, and pinged its transponder. An echo leapt back at him - the case was on the roof, to his right, only ten meters away. He sprinted for it, and saw it covered in dust. But as he reached it, he stopped. The case was torn open. 
 
      
 
    Varen and Erin reached him, and followed his gaze to the destroyed brain housing unit. 
 
      
 
    A low moan escaped from Chad as he dropped his pike and sank to his knees. "This can't be," he muttered. He picked up the case and brushed dust away. CASKER, S.D. was clearly stenciled. 
 
      
 
    "H...how?" he whispered as he turned the box over in his hands. "I didn't hear anything. I…" 
 
      
 
    Watchdren spoke to the team: "She's not dead." 
 
      
 
    Chad froze. "What?" 
 
      
 
    "Look at the brain housing unit," he said. "At the torn-open end. What do you see?" 
 
      
 
    Chad turned it over. The end was torn open. There was nothing inside. No fluid, no wet matter, no human remains. Half of the case was empty. As he recalled his training, he suddenly realized that the module containing the neoskull, the brain, and the life support system and powerpack were all missing. The only thing remaining was the case, the transponder, and things like the hardware for the inertia dampener, transponder, absolute threshold generator…But Sarah herself, and everything needed to keep her alive, were missing. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" he demanded. "They didn't kill her. They took her?" 
 
      
 
    "She's a prisoner of war," Watchdren said, adding, "They like POWs." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean, they like POWs?" Chad yelled. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren shrugged their shoulders. "I don't know," he said, matter-of-factly. "But they take them whenever they can. And they saw her up here, without being guarded, and snatched her." 
 
      
 
    Chad sank to his knees, and clutched the case to his chest. "No!" he screamed. He threw the case down, and whirled. "I'll find her!" 
 
      
 
    Around him, the rooftops of the cities pierced a gray fog of dust and destruction. Except for the lurching heads of tallboys a dozen blocks to the south, he saw no sign of the enemy. 
 
      
 
    "No," Watchdren said. "There is no chance of success, and we were ordered to return to the arch." 
 
      
 
    Chad cursed at the masino as he started running across the roof. But, the machine halted him to a skidding stop as it took over their body. "This is not a course of action I can allow at this time." 
 
      
 
    Chad hit the mental off switch for his masino. But, with no scramble detected, the masino denied the request. "We're obeying orders," he told Chad. He turned to the others, and said, "Follow." 
 
      
 
    Chad fought, but, his masino dominated their body. Watchdren ignored his screams of pain and rage, picked up the remains of Sarah's brain housing unit, and jumped on his pike, flying missile style in a parabolic arc back toward the arch. Varen and Erin followed; they too, were in shock, and simply allowed their masinos to act on their behalf as they followed, numb beyond the point of being able to take action. 
 
      
 
    As they sped over the buildings, Ovenine's voice overpowered Chad's rage, and his words drilled into his conscience: "Mustaf will not allow her to be taken prisoner," he said. "Do you understand? But we can't pursue her at this time. We're not leaving this battlefield." 
 
      
 
    Chad forced himself to focus. The objective became clear: He had to get her back. But, there was no way to do this alone, without a clue as to where she was. 
 
      
 
    As they arced downward on their trajectory, the square came into view. The destruction there blew away Chad's fury. It was a junkyard of wreckage that reached the third story of the destroyed buildings around the square. Around the arch there was a circular six meters high, made from destroyed alien armor. On the arch platform, immediately in front of the threshold, was a single SI fighting off a swarm of minotaurs. The arch was as black as night. 
 
      
 
    "Watch this," Watchdren said, giving the pike a burst of speed, and flattening their trajectory as he aimed for the crowd of minotaurs. "Ram them!" 
 
      
 
    The three of them flew straight into the crowed, bowling them and the damaged SI over. The soldiers of the Holy Reach flew through the black threshold, and came out on the other side of the arch. 
 
      
 
    But, the Medusans who crossed the threshold were teleported five thousand light years away, to an arch spinning in a tight, fast orbit over a neutron star. The arch translated their speed and vector, sending them toward the neutron star at five thousand meters per second. The incalculable draw of the planet pulled them into its crushing embrace. They impacted the surface at nearly the speed of light, but without so much as a splashback. Gravity flattened them into a microscopic film of neutrons as the lighter subatomic particles of their bodies were sucked into the star's insatiable heart. 
 
      
 
    Back at the arch, Varen, Chad, and Erin gathered around the lone SI. It was Van Cref. The four of them flattened the remaining minotaurs. Erin picked one up over her head, and threw it into the arch. Varen looked south, and shouted, "Tallboys, coming in!" 
 
      
 
    Half a dozen of the enemies took cover behind buildings, exposing only their weapons, and aimed at the soldiers. Van Cref said, "Get behind the arch." 
 
      
 
    "But, they're on the edge," Varen said. 
 
      
 
    "Just do it," she said. They obeyed, and she jumped to a control box built into the arch. She hit a button, and the arch rotated. The black threshold went between them and their enemies. Van Cref said, "The arch ports their attacks away." 
 
      
 
    Varen looked over the arch itself. It was blackened, pock-marked, and scarred. "Why can't they just destroy it?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's armored, just like we are," she said. "It's a neutronium crystal lattice. Very hard to kill. They have to get their hands on it." 
 
      
 
    "Where is everyone?" Erin asked. 
 
      
 
    "Gone," Van Cref said. "Except for me and Mustaf." 
 
      
 
    Chad flashed to the platoon roster. Van Cref was right. Everyone was shown as red. Thirty-eight KIA, the rest disabled. However, they all registered 'off-loc,' which meant they were not on the planet. They must have already been pushed through the arch. Over half his class had lost their lives that day, but that fact was one he was unable to absorb through his concern for Sarah. 
 
      
 
    From the direction of the tallboys, there was broken by a string of explosions. 
 
      
 
    "What was that?" Varen asked. 
 
      
 
    Van Cref looked around the edge of the arch. The tallboys were destroyed, falling while engulfed in flames. 
 
      
 
    She glanced back at them. "That's Mustaf." 
 
      
 
    He flew through the arch and landed by them. Blood was still boiling off his armor, and the blades of his pike were both white hot. His armor was scorched and black with cooked blood. The plates were gouged and scratched, but, he was only missing segments on his left arm and back. His faceplate flipped back and he glanced at Chad, Varen, and Erin. Van Cref said, "Sergeant, we have a problem." 
 
      
 
    "What?" was his curt reply. 
 
      
 
    "Sarah Casker was taken as a POW." 
 
      
 
    "What!?" he exclaimed. "I told you to report any POW to me immediately." 
 
      
 
    "I just learned about it," she said. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf turned to Chad. "How do you know she's a POW?" 
 
      
 
    Both Chad and Watchdren replied as they described what happened. Mustaf cursed. He looked around, and said, "I've already relayed this up the chain of command. The MS does not like POWs." 
 
      
 
    Chad was afraid to ask why. But, he muttered: "What - what will happen to her?" 
 
      
 
    "Nothing," Mustaf said. "Cuz we're gonna get her back." He looked his charges over, and said, "But you guys are scrapped. Damn! We don't have time…" His eyes settled on the pile of scrapped SI bodies around the arch, lying like broken, abandoned dolls. Mustaf jumped to them, and pulled out a female whose only wound was a puncture though her backplate pointing straight to her brain housing unit. Mustaf pulled a body wrench from his kit. He laid the body flat, face down, on the arch platform, and knelt over the legs. His hands moved faster than their eyes could track as he removed the backplate, removed the destroyed BHU, and laid it to the side. He looked up at them, and said, "Casker, Varen, Soreni - grab KIA'd bodies. Van Cref, c'mere." 
 
      
 
    Paris hesitated as she looked at the broken brain case next to Mustaf. It was labeled SENTIMI, L.I. It was her friend, Laura Sentimi. And he wanted to place her into her body. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf beckoned. "Now, Van Cref!" 
 
      
 
    She obeyed. She knelt with her back to him, next to Laura's remains, and released her backplate. Her eyes were fixed on the bright orange box as alarms warned her that her brain case was exposed. Her vision went black, and when it came to, she was lying on the ground as Mustaf bolted her brain case into the new body. He used her intact backplate off her original SI instead of Sentimi's compromised one, and then patted her on the back. "You're all set. Find new blades and grenades." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf worked on the others. It took them longer to find bodies than it did for him to swap them out and apply fresh armor. He slammed Soreni's new backplate down into place, grabbed his pike, and said, "Let's go." 
 
      
 
    They rode their pikes missile-style out of the square, and ripped across the rooftops, slaloming through chimneys and spires at just under the speed of sound. As they approached the city's deflector shield, they made a violent landing on the ground, and pushed their way through the invisible, rubbery wall. "Never run into that on your pike," Mustaf said as they broke through. "The harder its hit with an impulse, the harder it rebounds you." 
 
      
 
    They jumped back on the pikes and flew at grasstop level, just beyond the city wall, shooting through orchards and farms as they skirted south. Varen said, "Sergeant, Sarah's BHU is still back there. How will we find her without the transponder?" 
 
      
 
    "Easy," he said. "Reach Intel still registers her biosignature. They're feeding me her loc right now. And - woah!" Just before they crested a hillock, he banked hard to the left, and forced himself into the ground, cratering into the sod. The others followed suit. But, Soreni didn't react as quickly, and crested the hill before hitting the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Back!" Mustaf shouted at her. 
 
      
 
    Chad fled, on instinct. The top of the hill exploded in fire as the four of them fled back down the slope at a speed sufficient to scatter them out of visual range. 
 
      
 
    The formed back up on Mustaf as he ducked into a road tunnel beneath a rocky ridge. He flashed to them an image of what he saw on the other side of the hill: A ring of 'tick' tanks were assembled around an archway. The tanks were each as big as a house, and stood on eight legs, like giant ticks. Their profile was low. Their armor was sloped, angled, and thick. The turrets were bulky, allowing for a wide range of gun elevation. They each had one main 120 millimeter flat trajectory gun, which launched accelerator rounds that reached ninety-nine percent of the speed of light within a hundred meters of their launch point. Each tank had smaller coaxial backups. The tanks were parked so that the muzzles of their barrels were extended just beyond the radius of a deflector shield, at the center of which was an archway. 
 
      
 
    Around the tanks were various support vehicles, carriers, and troops. The image showed tallboys on patrol, and minotaurs getting into troop carriers. Beyond the scene was a landing ship that looked like it had survived a hard landing. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf's faceplate flipped back. He looked up, and said, "They no doubt have sky cameras on us." He gestured around: "Micro drones, and of course weavers have to be around. But, that arch is where they have Casker." 
 
      
 
    "Wh - what are we waiting for?" Chad asked. 
 
      
 
    "Timing," Mustaf said. "We don't have nearly the firepower needed to assault that position." 
 
      
 
    "Timing for what?" Chad demanded. "If they take her through one of their arches, who knows where she'll end up!" 
 
      
 
    Mustaf didn't even look at him. "Oh, you think you got this, do you? Well, go ahead - jump on your pike and go save the day, hero." 
 
      
 
    Chad held his pike out. Mustaf made no motion to stop him. Chad said, "There's no time to wait. I'm going to attack them, and use my powers to make them return Sarah to us." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf didn't move. "Ballsy," he said. "But no guarantee of success." 
 
      
 
    "Well, what's yours?" 
 
      
 
    "We have to wait for backup," he said. 
 
      
 
    "How long will that take?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure," he said. "But, soon." 
 
      
 
    "Well, what sort of backup?" 
 
      
 
    Mustaf was silent as he weighed whether or not he should divulge the information. But when he realized that these four young soldiers were all that remained of his command, he decided that it didn't matter. "Our fleet is going to counterattack," he said. "And when it does, our Commander will fold in and assist our rescue." 
 
      
 
    Chad's only reply was: "When?" 
 
      
 
    "Soon, private," Mustaf said. 
 
      
 
    Chad turned from him. Van Cref said, "Chad, we have to work together to accomplish this." 
 
      
 
    Varen said, "While we're here, who's guarding the city?" 
 
      
 
    "No one," Mustaf replied. 
 
      
 
    "And all those people?" 
 
      
 
    Mustaf had no reply. A moment later, he said, "I just got word. Get ready to follow me." He went to the edge of the tunnel, stopping at the shadow's edge. He looked back at them, and said, "You will all back me up and follow my commands like the Word of God. Understood?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, sergeant," they replied as one. 
 
      
 
    The sky exploded in flashes of light of such intensity that they drowned the sun, and cast a wild array of flickering shadows on the ground. Mustaf said, "Follow behind me," and set out on his pike, gliding up the cobble road, then ducking through a veil of bushes, and into the woods, where they slalomed through the trees. They flew uphill, and then parked at the base of a huge tree. Above them, the sky was turning into streaks of fire and smoke as ships and their remnants burned into the atmosphere. The energy beams of the planet's surviving defenses criss-crossed the sky. Even though the rays were perfectly straight, the atmosphere's lensing made it look like they were long arcs of light. 
 
      
 
    "Don't look up at that crap," Mustaf told them. "Even your eyes can be blinded by it. A human's eyes would be scaled over instantly. Just ignore it. We have a few minutes. I want you all to pray." 
 
      
 
    Chad looked at the ground, which, even here, was covered in debris from the last space battle. The forest was dead. Nothing moved, and all the leaves had turned into black goo, killed by radiation. They fell in a constant stream, plopping like shards of burnt, soggy paper, and covering the carpet of metal. Despite the death, there was no smell of decay. Even in the forest, the air was filled with the scents of burning plastic. The corpse of a mimirak, a deer-like mammal, was curled up at the base of a nearby tree. Its eyes were covered in cataracts, and its fur was mottled. But, it wasn't even bloating. The rad level was so high that even bacteria that make gas in the stomachs of corpses must be dead. 
 
      
 
    As the sky flashed like a million strobe light suns, and the stood in the rain of dead leaves, waiting to rescue Sarah, who might already be gone, Chad gained the same sense of damnation as he had when queuing up on Mars Hill. He looked down at his metal body, taken from a killed friend, and wondered how, and why, the world had come to such a state of ruin. He thought, The only thing that could be worse than this hell our enemies created, is if mankind created this hell for himself... 
 
      
 
    He wanted to pray to God for success. But, he had seen so many in the past days who had prayed for salvation, only to be delivered into death. As he thought of the countless dead, he realized it was ridiculous to appeal to the Creator to be spared such a fate, or for Sarah to be spared. But, he appealed anyway, and when he was done, he asked, Please give me the assurance of your love for us, and let me accept my death, if you so will it. 
 
      
 
    Next to Chad, Paris, too, prayed: Lord, please let me be your instrument against these enemies. Please use me to cleanse the world of these monsters. Please allow us to rescue our friend and come through this with no casualties. Please help me to be perfect in all things to bring glory to you and to avenge my family and my race. Please forgive my deepest flaws and impurities; help me to overcome. I ask this of you in the name of the Light of the World, Jesus Christ. Amen… 
 
      
 
    Varen prayed: My sins are deep, and I cannot repent. I never have been able to. But I pray that if I die, and you're real, I will be spared for my stupidity, and you will take pity on me. I want to see the truth of this world and everything in it, from the time of creation until now and beyond. And if you're real, I don't think I can do that unless I'm saved. So, save me. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Erin hung her head. She was not nervous, and, she did not fear death. She knew that - especially in this body - death would be painless. Far worse than death was capture, and all the horrors that could be inflicted on her. But, she didn't think of that. Her only prayer was not in the form of words, but in the image of her own death, and her wish that if her mortal life was ended, she would fall into the sweet embrace of God's love for all eternity, forever. But, if she had to die, it would be so that her friends would live. Also, she prayed that if they did survive, that Varen would become the kind of man she could marry. 
 
      
 
    In Mustaf's mind, a prayer rolled continuously, like a river of spirit. It was the same prayer he had practiced for almost eighty years, and he had become so proficient at it he could concentrate on it to the exclusion of all things: Jesus, Lord, have mercy on me. This he repeated, endlessly, until he was lost in the meditation of the infinite compassion of God's love, and its perseverance through the illusion of mortal death. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he said to them: "We are being supported by an angel mission. Here's the plan: An angel is going to spacefold in within range of those tanks, drawing their fire. You're going to follow Van Cref, swoop in, land, and pierce the bubble. By bubble, I mean their deflector shield. Once you're through the bubble, I want you to put up a fight, but you're not going to win. You're going to act like you're losing, and draw them south. I will follow up, locate and retrieve our soldier. When I give the command: "Retreat, retreat, retreat," you will skim the earth straight to the north, and circle east around the first hill. As soon as we're out of there, the angel mission will destroy the armor and its arch. Understood?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," they replied. 
 
      
 
    Varen asked, "If the angel is this strong, why can't it just grab Sarah for us?" 
 
      
 
    "Because," Mustaf said, "It's too strong, creates too much destruction, and draws too much dakka-dakka from the enemy to accomplish this rescue. The moment that angel folds in you're gonna see that fireworks display," he pointed to the waning battle in the sky, "Up close and personal." 
 
      
 
    He got ready to jump on his pike, and the others copied him. He sighed. "Now we wait. Damnit. Okay - last details. The rounds in those tanks accelerate to .99 C after leaving the barrel. Each round has its own warp drive. But the round only leaves the barrel at about 10,000 KPS. It doesn't have enough kinetic energy to really hurt us until about fifty meters from the gun. And, they can't even fire the gun unless they drop their legs and dig into the ground. We can also outrun their gun tracking when we're very close, so, the key here is to hug the belt on this one. Also - " He went silent, and said, "Mount up." They did, sitting astride their pikes like witches getting ready to fly on broomsticks. "Go!" he shouted, jumping on the pike, hugging it to his chest, and launching. 
 
      
 
    In Chad's mind, Watchdren said, "About time!" They all followed Mustaf as they exploded through the dead forest. He signaled Van Cref and broke away as she took the lead. They crested a hillock. The tanks lay below them. But, they were firing to the east, where it looked like the sun was exploding as awesome rays of piercing light scattered across the entire spectrum of colors burst from a fiery tunnel. The tank rounds cut white-hot trails of plasma through the sky, each as sharp and straight as a razor's edge, as they fired at the light, where their kinetic energy delivered thousands of megatons of energy. The sky above the spacefold turned black as the constant pressure from the heat from hundreds of explosions blew away the atmosphere, and held it at bay, creating a pressure pocket resembling the surface of the sun. And from this fiery hell emerged an angel as tall as the sky. Surrounded by the thermonuclear holocaust, it was as black as night, an enormous shadow god; from its back spread ebony wings that reached out and rose, threatening to encompass the horizon. 
 
      
 
    Varen shouted: "Holy God!" 
 
      
 
    Van Cref shouted: "Focus on the target!" 
 
      
 
    With a burst of light that momentarily drowned the world, the angel completed the spacefold, and strode toward their position, from the horizon, so enormous that they couldn't see the entirety of its being. The tanks continued to fire, but, now their rounds simply bounced at right angles from their target's deflector shield. 
 
      
 
    They flashed by tallboys and minotaurs patrolling the perimeter. As they barrelled into the enemy's bubble, Van Cref raked the ground at its edge with blaster fire. Her guess was accurate; the ground erupted as mines detonated. They landed in the smoking crater that remained, right next to a tick tank, and found themselves standing amidst the enormous tanks, which were entirely ignoring them as they fired at the approaching angel. Their penetration of the enemy defenses had been so sudden and uneventful, and the vision of the angel mission so spectacular, that they didn't know what to do. Before them stood the alien arch, revealing a swirling vortex of ultraviolet light. A troops transport had just emerged from the arch, and parked with others within the bubble. The interior of the bubble was like a confused parking lot of alien vehicles. There was no open ground, and the only visible enemies were tanks. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," Van Cref said, jumping on top of an armored troop transport. "Let's cause this distraction." 
 
      
 
    Chad jumped up, too, and asked, "Where is Sarah?" He surveyed the confused scene. It looked like some transports were waiting to go through the arch, and others were parked, too cautious to leave the bubble. Outside the bubble, transports were scattering in every possible direction, at top speed. Their hover mode was assisted by ground legs that tore up the mud and dirt, and plowed through the forest. 
 
      
 
    "Let's try something," Van Cref said, slashing through the armored roof of a transport. A blast of cryogenic gas sprayed up at her as she cut, covering her in frost as the expanding gas robbed the air of heat. But, her cuts revealed that the transport was chock full of frozen minotaurs in full kit, packed together like peas in a frozen pod. She tossed in a grenade, and they jumped away, to the arch, where they landed amidst a crowd of technician and minotaurs. There was pandemonium as the enemy tried to scatter. A pair of techies was slain by a minotaur as they got between his diffusal blade and Chad; he cut them through as if they were figures of smoke, only to have his blow parried, and countered with a killing thrust that left his head attached to his body only by a sliver of armor. 
 
      
 
    The four of them exploded into action. Soon, the ground was carpeted in bodies. The arch threshold went black, and they ran out of targets. The ground thundered with the recoil of the tank fire; the ticks were still ignoring the humans inside their bubble, and trying to counter the attack angel. 
 
      
 
    Varen engaged two minotaurs simultaneously, pushing his attack on one, while circling around it to keep the other from reaching him. From the corner of his eye he saw the swaying steps of a tallboy. He got a killing blow on his target, and collapsed to the ground, tricking his pursuer into raising his sword for an attack, and getting a killing blow straight up through its stomach and center of mass. He rolled from the attacking tallboy, only to see Paris run straight at it. It reacted to her, pulling its pincers in, but, she flew at it without hesitation, curving through the air, and spinning to deliver a slice that cut the beast straight through, from its left armpit to the right side of its neck. She landed on its back, and rode it to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf burst into the bubble. While his charges engaged the enemy, he leapt straight for a troop carrier, where his missing's soldier's biosig was located. His pike blades ripped through the hinges and lock of the rear hatch, and he threw it from the vehicle. He was prepared to charge in and slay everything in close combat, but a wall of civilians greeted him. The carrier was cruelly packed with people, loaded as if they were the contents of a jar of jam, pushed together with such force that they could only stand against one another. They looked like they were dead on their feet, but as the fresh air hit them, some opened their eyes. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf cursed in agony: He couldn't abandon these hostages, and he couldn't pull them out of the carrier to save his soldier. Even exposing them to the air was going to kill them. He snatched the hatch from the ground, and before anyone gained the strength to wiggle out the transport, he slammed it back into place. The mere friction of the metal shards left by his tearing through the hinges seemed to keep it in place. 
 
      
 
    "Forsaken whore!" he cursed, punching the air in fury. Around the perimeter of the arch, the tanks were still firing at the advancing angel. But, the rebounds off of its bubble were growing weaker, which meant the deflector was giving in. With the energy delivered by those nine-niner warp shells, not even an angel's armor would last long. He couldn't retrieve Casker without killing dozens of captured civilians, and he couldn't attempt to hijack the vehicle and drive it out of here with the tanks in place. 
 
      
 
    He called up to his planetary defense coordinator on his net, but, as soon as he made contact, a pair of enemies burst at him from the edge of the troop carrier. He spun to engage, and told 3K to relay the combat situation to the defense coordinator. He combatants were a pair of minotaurs in bulky crimson razor armor. They carried inertia pikes so alike his they could have been captured from his own troops. He had never seen their class before, but when the first one parried three of his lightning strikes, he stepped back and realized they were a new breed of Medusan fighter. 
 
      
 
    The wretched situation with the human shields in the transport, the toughness of his new opponents, and the sheer insult presented by their attempt to counter him with his own weapon drove him into a rage. The second minotaur leaped over him to attack from behind, but, Mustaf disappeared into a blur as he assaulted the first one. His strikes were a blaze of sparks countered by the minotaurs blades as the animal retreated. The one behind Mustaf was unable to track its target's body; even on its suit's radar, Mustaf was nothing but a blur. But, seeing him engaged, it struck with confidence, only to have the blade of its pike sliced from the pole. The crimson minotaur predicted the next strike, and blocked upward with the remains of its pike. But, Mustaf's overhead strike came with a scream of fury, and his blade sliced into the pike's powerpack, cutting halfway into it. The armor's joints were locked into place, but the impact from the insane downward blow drove the Medusan's body into the ground up to its waist, like a tent peg hit with a sledgehammer. The electron discharge from the broken power pack blazed like a blowtorch a few centimeters from the minotaur's face. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf somersaulted over the downed opponent, and stabbed it through, back to front, before turning around. The broken powerpack was a fireball as big as a man, and he jumped through the blaze, over the dying enemy, as he swung his pike around his body for another overhand strike. The medusan blocked. At the last second, Mustaf reversed his weapon's spin, and sliced it through from the groin to the left side of its rib cage. A coup de grace decapitated it. The pieces of the elite arch defender scattered across the ground. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf dropped straight to one knee, placing his pike on the ground, but keeping a steady hand on it. He let his power core recharge his relaxed muscles. He felt his soldiers. They were swept up into the thrill of fighting, and for them, it felt like the world was ending. But, what they didn't realize through their excitement was that they were doing extremely well against the current threats. He asked 3K: "Did I miss the reply?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said. "We're on our own with the angel." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf accepted the reply without hesitating. But, they had no time. Unless the angel was committed to destroying the arch from range, it wouldn't come too close. There were way too many dangers: Scrambling, or even destruction; the enemy could open the arch to an intense gravity field, like the surface of a neutron star, and let it suck everything in. Still, he had to try: "Angel mission this is your mud dog call-in, over." 
 
      
 
    "Mud dog, go." 
 
      
 
    With a burst of concentration, he relayed the complex situation in a quick string of thought. There was a brief hesitation, and then, the angel replied in kind. Mustaf instantly understood how their efforts would be coordinated, but, he doubted they could pull it off. He said, "Standby." There had to be another alternative. 
 
      
 
    "Casker," he called out. "Can you control the crews in those tanks?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't think I can get close enough," he replied. "I'll get closer to one of them." 
 
      
 
    "No - don't! The reactive fission armor will blow you away." He grimaced, realizing that the angel's plan was their only alternative except for abandoning the mission. "Form up on me! The angel's going to pop this bubble, and we have to slice this arch." 
 
      
 
    His troops dropped in around him. He gestured for them to get down, which they did. He relayed: "Go," to the angel, and told his soldiers: "Keep your faces and bellies in the ground." 
 
      
 
    They all dropped as the world exploded. With the crack of a million thunderbolts bursting at once, the deflector shield's power absorber exploded as it was overwhelmed with feedback. A jet of flame burst straight up from the ground, lacing into the sky like a laser. The muddy ground exploded into a shroud of steam as magma made of molten sand and granite erupted from the ground fissure, and flowed around the legs of the personnel carriers. 
 
      
 
    "Get up," Mustaf said. "Bubble's been popped. Axe the arch!" 
 
      
 
    "How?" Chad asked, following the sergeant up the ramp to the arch. 
 
      
 
    "Like this!" Mustaf cried, screaming with effort as he swung his pike with both hands, holding the shaft out long, and sending the self-ablating monoblade deep into the arch material at an angle. He pulled the white-hot blade from the target, and chopped at an intersecting angle, sending a triangle of material flying like a bullet. The neutronium lattice hissed with white sparks as the freed neutrons discharged into the air. "Take it down!" he shouted. "Two on that side, two on this side, one keep a lookout! Go!" 
 
      
 
    They obeyed. But the going was slow. Mustaf didn't have to tell them that the arch's dais made them vulnerable to tank fire, and exposed them to every enemy in the area. They knew this. They didn't know that the enemy could flash the arch over to a neutron star, or black hole, or God knew what else...At any second, a hand from an enormous arch guardian mech could reach through the one-way teleport, and pull them into Hell...If they knew these things, they probably wouldn't be here, chopping the arch like insane lumberjacks. But without linear discharge fission demolition charges, there was no other way to get through the neutronium crystal lattice material. There only chance lay in destroying the arch quicker than the enemy could react. 
 
      
 
    The ground shook with the recoil of the tank guns rocking through the earth, and the advancing angel. Varen looked back as he chopped, and glimpsed it strike downward with a sword that spanned the sky. A tank exploded as a ray of energy shot straight up through the earth, straight through the armor of the tank. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf and Soreni were only halfway through the half-meter wide base. "Go!" he shouted, feeling his arms yearn for energy. "Don't stop!" 
 
      
 
    Paris was on lookout. She shouted, "A tank turret is swiveling for us!" 
 
      
 
    Mustaf looked. The thing had a perfect line of sight on them. The angel sliced again, and another tank exploded in a fountain of fire, but, not the one taking aim at them. A second tank also turned its attention to them. He glanced at his work and saw they only had a few swiped left. Was the tank trying to scare them off before committing to firing? 
 
      
 
    Paris asked, "Sergeant?" 
 
      
 
    "Wait for it," he said. The tank barrel on the first one was pointed at Varen and Casker. He shouted at them: "Drop away!" 
 
      
 
    As they jumped clear of the dais, the tank fired. The round ripped past them, and the shockwaves of its warp passage made the air flash to steel, bowling them over. But, the tank that fired exploded with a strike from the angel. Mustaf and Soreni attacked the arch again. As they chopped, he saw that it turned its turret indecisively away from them, toward the angel, and back to them. 
 
      
 
    The vehicles around the arch were in a panic. They ran into each as they tried to back away from approaching death. The ones on the outer edges scattered across the landscape. But, the one carrying the prisoners, and their comrade, came right up the arch ramp. He saw Casker run at it, and hack away a leg. But, it was running on inertia drive, and drove right up the ramp. 
 
      
 
    "Keep hacking!" he yelled at Soreni. To the others, he yelled: "Stop that thing!" He turned to the tank, which had settled on them. It was nearly a hundred meters away. Its warp shell would be going nearly the speed of light when it hit, and whatever it touched it would destroy. Mustaf charged the tank, covering fifty meters in a second. The tank disappeared behind a massive fire flower. Mustaf screamed and swung his pike, intercepting the one-ton warp round, and slicing it straight down the middle, from top to bottom, as it traveled at half the speed of light. The detonation caused by the discharge of the warp drive battery was miniscule compared to the eruption of kinetic energy caused as the shell material was ejected from its warp bubble, and rammed into the atmosphere, instantly creating a bomb of high density plasma that discharged like a nuclear bomb. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf came to half a kilometer from ground zero, where he was pinned beneath a ten ton hardwood tree. He pulled himself beneath it, and called out on the platoon net. Only Soreni answered him. She had been tossed half a kilometer in the other direction. 
 
      
 
    He was still clutching his pike. The arch was hidden beneath the stem of a mushroom cloud. He flew back to it, noting that the few remaining tanks were tossed upside down. The angel was only a couple kilometers away. Its driver called to him: "What was that?" 
 
      
 
    "Tank round," he replied. 
 
      
 
    "It fired that close?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes and no," he said, his voice dark. The arch had fallen. The blast had finished off the side that he and Soreni were working on. He called to her: "What's your status?" 
 
      
 
    Her gentle voice was shaken, but she replied: "I think I'm okay, sergeant. What happened?" 
 
      
 
    "Get back here," he said. "Where'd the others go? Where'd that personell carrier go?" 
 
      
 
    "It made it through the arch," she said. "Just before that happened. I think Chad went with it." 
 
      
 
    He landed on the arch dais, and pinged the transponders on his soldier's BHUs. There was no response. He stared at the shattered arch. Soreni landed on the other side of it, and looked around. 
 
      
 
    "What happened, sergeant?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "They went through," he said, despondently. 
 
      
 
    "But - the blast destroyed it!" 
 
      
 
    He looked around. "I think they were shot through just before it was broken." 
 
      
 
    Erin sighed, and hung her head. Mustaf looked up at the darkened sky, and wondered where they were. 
 
      
 
    He shuddered to think of their fates. Then, the brutal tragedy of the outcome of their mission struck home as he felt the full responsibility of their loss. Irredeemable curses flew from his lips as he kicked the ground, and slammed his pike into the dais. 
 
      
 
    The last tanks were blown up. The angel called to him: "Looks like my job is done. I'm folding out, unless you need anything else." 
 
      
 
    "Just go," Mustaf said. The air shuddered with an explosive thunderclap as the unseen angel folded out of the atmosphere. Mustaf reported his status back to the defense coordinator. 
 
      
 
    "Congratulations and thanks are in order, soldier," it said. "That was the only enemy archway on the planet." 
 
      
 
    "Over and out," was Mustaf's only reply. He did a quick look through the DC's intel on his area. Then, he jumped to their force roster, and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    He and Soreni were the only soldiers left on the planet. 
 
      
 
    He stood, sighed, and pulled his pike from the ground. The intel showed plenty of targets in their vicinity. And, he sensed movement in the miasma. He gave a quick prayer for the souls of the departed, and said, "Come on, Soreni. We're going on a rampage." 
 
      
 
    Before she could even reply, he'd flown at a pack of enemies climbing out of a personell carrier tossed on its side. When she got to him, they were a scattered pile of twitching body parts, and he was already striding toward the next targets of his rage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Soreni followed her sergeant. She was in a state of shock; all of her friends were gone, and she stood as a survivor. Soreni, the slow learner, the one who was always last, the one who always felt like things were moving too fast for her to understand, so she just listened for her orders, and tried to find ways to help. Mustaf scared her. His decisive violence constantly baffled her. She didn't know how he made his choice, or why. She looked around in confusion, certain that the disappearance of her friends had been a daydream. But they were there, under the torn arch, amidst a field of scattered vehicles and slain enemies. Their armor was sandblasted and melted from the explosions, and it looked as though it had been lying on the ground, decaying in the elements, for centuries. But, at least they had rest. At least they didn't stand and fight; their fight was over, and they could let time work its gentle hand on them, reverting them to stardust and the dreams of eternity... 
 
      
 
    Her masino was a copy of Watchdren. He took control, and followed Mustaf. "Wake up, girl," Watchdren commanded. "Snap out of it - I feel your mind fogging over. You're in shock!" 
 
      
 
    She found herself engaging a pair of minotaurs while Mustaf fought an entire squad. Watchdren shouted: "Pin 'em!" 
 
      
 
    "What? I just want to lie down..." 
 
      
 
    "Your talents, girl!" Watchdren slaid the pair, but cursed as more moved in. He glanced at Mustaf. The sergeant's rage had inspired him to bite off more than he could chew. Backing up, he wished he could command his cerbo's talents. He swept his pike across the enemy, and shouted: "Wake up! Pin them!" 
 
      
 
    But, Erin never replied, even as he roared at her. Too late, he realized she hadn't fallen asleep on her own; the Medusans had gotten a telepathic grip on her fatigue, and pulled her into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    He called Mustaf by his handle: "PFM, my cerbo's been hypno'd!" 
 
      
 
    Instead of PFM's voice, he heard only 3K's: "Mine, too! He's delusional with rage, and I can't pull him back!" 
 
      
 
    They were back-to-back against a sea of enemies. Watchdren lamented Mustaf's sendoff to the angel. He said, "We gotta jump away. One big push, and we go. Ready?" 
 
      
 
    "Ready." 
 
      
 
    The masinos assaulted their enemies with all their might. They turned into blurs of metal, and the enemy's blades fell from them. Then, they each jumped back away, and up, throwing a hundred G's into their pikes. The sky was laced with blaster fire as they corkscrewed away and over a hill, where they landed and rested their muscles. Watchdren had breathed in so much dust that with every exhalation he burped fire as his heated air filter burned away the debris. 
 
      
 
    "Can you wake your cerbo up?" 3K asked him. 
 
      
 
    He gave a telepathic shout at Soreni, delivering maximum volume straight into the audio inputs that translated sound for her brain. There was no response; he EKG still showed that she had fallen into a deep REM sleep. Watchdren shook his head. "She's out. Fatigue, shock, and hypnosis have knocked her under." 
 
      
 
    3K tried to reign in Mustaf. In his own mind, he imagined that he was still fighting the enemies. But, 3K prevented any of his intentions from translating into action in their body. He was in a fugue caused by rage and fatigue. This had happened before to him, but only a few times. But, they had long ago established a means to wake him up. She blared a unique drumbeat into his auditory channel. She felt her cerbo register the input. She repeated the pattern, and felt it breaking his delusion as he realized what was happening. With a sigh of relief, she felt him come back to consciousness in their body. He stopped the rapping, and ran his hands along his face. He looked at their environment deep in the dead woods. Seeing no enemies. He shook their head, and said, "I'm back." He looked over their position, and skimmed the messages from the DC. He looked up into the sky. Ships burned in high and low orbits, and the sky was streaking with contrails and burning debris. But, the battle was over. Lasers struck down from heaven as friendly ships took out hapless enemies on the ground. 
 
      
 
    He looked at Soreni's body, and asked Watchdren: "What's her story?" 
 
      
 
    "She got hypno'd to sleep, and I can't wake her up." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it," Mustaf said. "She's been up for a long time. Let her get a nap and we'll wake her up when we reach the city." 
 
      
 
    "Don't get over your head again," Watchdren warned. 
 
      
 
    "I got a little carried away," Mustaf replied. "I was pissed." 
 
      
 
    3K remained silent. But, she was still surprised that Mustaf had reacted so poorly to the loss of his soldiers. She had never witnessed such a lapse of judgment in him. 
 
      
 
    "So being pissed is a good excuse for getting killed?" Watchdren asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's enough of a lecture," Mustaf said. "You're starting to re-piss me off." The sting of losing his charges cut deep. He especially lamented Van Cref, whose raw genius held unlimited potential, and whose sense of purpose had blazed so bright...There was also Casker, who, despite infuriating him on a daily basis, had actually risen to his potential, and expressed the exact psionic abilities that the MS desired in its fighters...But, now those budding champions were gone, along with two years worth of his work on them. He looked dismissively at Soreni. Of all his students, he wouldn't have guessed her to be the sole survivor of this battle. In his quest to identify and develop future champions, he had hardly noticed her in two years, except as an associate of Van Cref and the Caskers. She seemed sweet, but a little too slow on the uptake to ever really be anything more than an average soldier. However, it wasn't his place to question God's will. What man saw as the last was often His first, and the first His last. 
 
      
 
    "It's up to us to secure the city arch," Mustaf said as he swung his leg of his pike. "Let's go." 
 
      
 
    Chad woke to the sound of a klaxon, and the sight of a flashing strobe light. He felt his body fighting, but he was not in control. He was just a passenger taking a joy ride in a killing machine. He knew he was killing something, because Watchdren felt so warm and happy. 
 
      
 
    He finally pulled himself into his body's senses. They were in some kind of hangar, ducking beneath the aero wings of a fighter. Watchdren said, "Did you enjoy your nap, sir? Are you nice and comfortable in there?" He rapped hard on their chest. 
 
      
 
    Chad looked around. He was sitting with Paris and Varen beneath the fighter's wing. The last thing he knew, they were on the arch dais, trying to stop the troop carrier from leaving. "What happened?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "We're on a ship," Watchdren replied. He then transmitted the situation straight into Chad's mind, showing them how an explosion threw the three of them, along with the troop carrier, into the arch. They had been ejected straight into a receiving bay on this ship, amidst dozens of hapless, unarmored techies. They had killed everyone in sight, and then ran for cover when a pair of gun carriers opened up on them with overwhelming firepower. However, the gun carriers were too big to follow them out of the receiving bay. A response team had, but, Watchdren and the others had just slain them. That's why the masino was in such a good spirit. 
 
      
 
    "Where's Sarah?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "Back in that receiving bay," Paris said. "We think." 
 
      
 
    Gravity pulled them down hard. "This is Medusan gravity," Chad said. "The civilians on that transport won't survive it for long." 
 
      
 
    "No," Watchdren said. "I don't think they survived the blast that threw us through the arch. The acceleration was too great. And, I caught a glimpse of the rear hatch. It looked like it had blown straight into the transport." 
 
      
 
    Chad felt a wave of nausea. But, he pushed it aside. "Why are we here?" he asked. "Was the arch opened to this location?" 
 
      
 
    "I've heard that teleporters channel through one another along their grid," Varen said. "It's possible that the arch was destroyed as we were sent through it. It's possible that we were dumped somewhere along the line." 
 
      
 
    The sound of the ship's klaxons, and the strobe flare of emergency warning lights, heightened the danger of their situation. "We could be anywhere in the galaxy," Chad stated. 
 
      
 
    Varen laughed. "Okay. So, what do we do? Surrender? You know, I don't recall being trained for a situation like this." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I think you slept through that class," Chad replied. 
 
      
 
    "What, the 'What to do if your situation is hopeless' class?" 
 
      
 
    "Shut up, both of you," Paris said. "Our only option is to capture the ship and spacefold back into friendly territory." 
 
      
 
    Varen nodded. "Sure. Great idea. Impossible, but great idea." 
 
      
 
    "It's not impossible, Varen," she replied. "It's what we'll do." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. Whatever. And maybe you're going to go outside and paint a 'Don't Shoot Me' sign on the bulkhead that can be read from ten light years away? Because even if we fold into our own territory this ship will be blown away in nanoseconds." 
 
      
 
    "Calm down, Varen," Chad said. "It's our only chance. Watchdren, how do we do this? You were a Marine." 
 
      
 
    "Once a Marine, always a Marine," he replied. 
 
      
 
    "Okay. You're a Marine," Chad said, trying not to roll his eyes. "So how do we do this Marine stuff and take over a ship?" 
 
      
 
    "With only three troops, it's impossible. Besides, it's not like you two are Marines." 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm Watchdren, also," Paris said. 
 
      
 
    "Not me, thank God," Varen said. "I have sweet, sweet Sexy as my masino." 
 
      
 
    "Sexy?" Paris asked incredulously. 
 
      
 
    "That's what I call my 3K." 
 
      
 
    "Damnit, Varen -" she replied, then, held her tongue as he laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Pauly, it's so easy to get under your skin," he laughed uproariously. 
 
      
 
    "This is no time for games!" she shouted. "Do you think it'll be funny when the Medusans pull our brain cases and throw us into pain induction for the rest of our lives?" 
 
      
 
    "Alright, alright, cool your jets," he said, feigning shock at her reaction. "My goodness. Well, the plan is obvious - you're our champion and leader. Chad will use his funky reverse hypno to get the Medusans to do our bidding, and we'll capture the bridge and get out of here." 
 
      
 
    Paris was silent for a second, but then admitted: "Yes. That was what I was thinking." 
 
      
 
    "You can thank me later." 
 
      
 
    She sighed with despair, and said, "3K - can you get control of him?" 
 
      
 
    "That's not really how I work," she replied. 
 
      
 
    Paris composed herself, and said, "Chad - Varen just explained my plan. Except, I want you as the leader, because your psionics are our only hope. We'll back your calls." 
 
      
 
    "Understood," Chad replied, his voice a perfect mixture of both his and Watchdren's. He crawled out from beneath the fighter's wing. As he stood, he felt his mind opening to his masino's personality and knowledge in a way it never had before. Watchdren's knowledge of enemy ships and how they worked, how to fight in them and take them over, seemed to be his own knowledge. He thought, What is this feeling that I have? Why do I have no fear? He took a step, and realized that he no longer felt like he was just controlling a combat body; he felt that he was the combat body. His armor was mostly intact. His muscles were brimming with power. His deflectors projected at full strength. He looked up at the ceiling above him. The strobe light alarms were enchanting. The raging klaxon was music to his ears. He felt his spirit spread like a pair of angel's wings; he felt enormous, bigger than the ship, and it felt like he was staring out through the ship itself, into the great expanse of the galactic sky. 
 
      
 
    His voice merged with Watchdren's as they said: "We're unstoppable..." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Paris asked, standing up next to him. 
 
      
 
    Chad-Watchdren said, "This synergy between masino and cerbo. It feels like...being born again. I feel like nothing can stop us." He was struck by the urgency of rescuing Sarah, and of gaining control of the ship. He strode toward the hatch leading back to the receiving bay. He didn't know if they had a chance. But he had no fear, no panic. He stood with his shoulder to the edge of the hatch, and said, "I can feel them, just beyond this hatch...I can feel their mind..." He closed his eyes, and saw through alien eyes. They viewed the world at a larger aspect ratio, with a wider field of view, but, otherwise, they were quite like the eyes of a human. Chad's consciousness spread from one alien to the next, jumping across techies, minotaurs, and armored cenaturs. This field of consciousness extended into every enemy within a sphere of about a hundred meters, encompassing a full quarter of the ship, some five hundred in all. The enemies had donned their combat armor and pressure suits, and had armed themselves. 
 
      
 
    Chad commanded: Reason ship operations, and escort the humans to the receiving bay. 
 
      
 
    The response came back like an echo, and could be translated as: "Yes, Overlord." 
 
      
 
    Chad said aloud: "They're coming through. Don't attack." 
 
      
 
    The guillotine hatch slid up. Standing in the passageway were a dozen techies escorted by a dozen more minotaurs. A pair of armored centaurs backed them up. Chad strode up to one of the minotaurs, and looked straight into its emerald eyes. They held no mystery, no fascination. The creature's simple mind was open to Chad. This one was a node - a Medusan that transmitted the hive mind. In human terms, it could be called a sergeant. The node was only programmed to receive his commands. 
 
      
 
    The node turned, and they followed as it led them down the passageway. For once, Varen had nothing to say. The hatch to the receiving bay slid open, and they stepped through it. The crew didn't even give them a second glance. They went about their business as ordered. The gun walkers still had their weapons pointed at the hatch. 
 
      
 
    Chad looked at the arch. He ordered the walkers: "Destroy it." 
 
      
 
    The techies in the machines responded immediately. The arch wasn't armored, like the one back on Eden Prayer. It only took a few shots for its exterior rim to explode into shard of metal. 
 
      
 
    "What was that for?" Varen asked, as smoke filled the bay. Some techies ran to put out the fire. But, they didn't question the decision to destroy the arch. 
 
      
 
    "So they don't get reinforcements," Chad said. He jogged over to the troop transport, steeled himself, and looked inside. Watchdren had been correct: No one had survived the blast, and, the hatch had been blown into the interior. The machine was filled with human remains. But, he could sense Sarah's transponder in there. He looked at the node, and commanded: "Unload those corpses, and retrieve the human cerbo located in that transport." 
 
      
 
    Two dozen techies sprang into action, opening every hatch on the transport. They started tossing bodies. Chad, enraged, ordered: "Careful! Show them respect." 
 
      
 
    The techies paused. They didn't understand 'respect.' Chad restated the command: "Move them carefully. And arrange them in order, as if they are explosives." 
 
      
 
    This, they understood. In a few minutes, the killed hostages were lined up along the transport. Varen and Paris took on the grisly task of arranging them carefully, folding hands on chests, and closing eyes. All the people in the rear of the tank had been turned to ash, or burnt beyond recognition. But, they did the best they could. 
 
      
 
    "Why did they take all these people, anyway?" Paris asked, without taking her eyes off the eerily placid Medusans. 
 
      
 
    Varen replied immediately: "As human shields, obviously. If not out of pity for them, we would have recovered Sarah just as Mustaf planned. And here I thought you're supposed to be this tactical genius." 
 
      
 
    "Well, I would never even think of such a dishonorable tactic," she said. 
 
      
 
    While Varen drove Van Cref crazy, Chad felt disorder growing in his sphere of mental control. Medusans outside his reach were baffled by the actions of this within it. However, the Medusan mind had no experience of this phenomena to understand what was happening, and those within Chad's control had no ability to question his dominance. He grew worried about how long he could control his enemies. He also became aware of a creeping fatigue eating at his concentration. 
 
      
 
    The transport looked empty, so, he entered it. There were only a few bodies left. Tucked into front bulkhead was Sarah. Chad recovered her, and held her to his chest. There was no way to communicate with her, but, when he considered her condition, he decided that might be for the best. 
 
      
 
    Varen called out: "Hey, this person is alive!" 
 
      
 
    "What?" Chad asked. He cradled Sarah beneath his left arm, like a newborn, and carried his pike in his right. He went to a side hatch. Varen knelt over a young woman who was stirring. "The ones furthest from the rear. Some of them are coming to." 
 
      
 
    "What if they see the Medusans?" Paris asked. 
 
      
 
    Varen looked up at her. Like her two comrades, she was a nightmare figure - her armor slashed, torn, and blackened, and every centimeter of her body save her eyes covered in layers of coagulated alien blood. Varen asked, "What if they see you?" 
 
      
 
    Paris looked down at her body. The disgusting mess offended her sense of perfection, and she was reminded that she was using the body of her friend who had been killed in action. Despite the fact that their female model SIs were nearly identical, it violated her sense of propriety. But, she had no time to think about such trivialities. She looked at the wounded people, and saw how they were pinned to the harsh steel floor, which was ribbed for traction. "We're in a three gravity environment," she said. "We will have to adjust the gravity lens to give them a chance of survival." 
 
      
 
    Chad-Watchdren knew exactly where the controls for it were - up on the bridge, along with the spacefold key. But, there were overrides for both in the damage control room, which lay at the heart of the ship. As he struggled to conjure a plan for action, he realized that the commander of this ship might spacefold further into enemy terriroty, or, request a boarding party from friendly vessel...He also became aware of a confrontation at the edge of his control, where minotaurs from the hive mind were trying to push past his minotaurs. But as the enemy minotaurs came into his field of control, they became his... 
 
      
 
    A familiar voice broke his concentration as he heard, "Chaselandro..." 
 
      
 
    Chad closed his eyes, sure that he was somehow delusional, because he recognized the voice as that of his old master, Laerel... 
 
      
 
    "It is you, isn't it..." A hand grasped his forearm. Chad opened his eyes. He was squatting next to one of the last people in the transport, who was slumped against the bulkhead. With his long white hair disheveled, and three gravities pulling the flesh from his skull, Laerel looked more like a mummy than a human being. Chad set the pike down, and picked him up by his armpit, and laid him down on the webbing of troop seat. "Master," he said, without thought. It didn't even occurr to him to ask how he knew it was him. 
 
      
 
    "Where are we?" Laerel struggled to speak. "On the world of those demons?" 
 
      
 
    "No," Chad said, as the world came down on him. Was this real? How could this connection be made, here? Of course it could be made - they had been fighting in Laerel's neighborhood. He must have been grabbed from a shelter. Chad focused, and said, "We're on a ship. We're going to get out of here." 
 
      
 
    Varen called: "Who are you talking to?" 
 
      
 
    Chad ignored him. Laerel's tongue and lips were swollen and cracked. His hair was falling in clumps from a swollen, red scalp. His clothing was shredded and burnt, and he was bleeding from countless cuts and abrasions across his back and sides. 
 
      
 
    An explosion rocked the ship. Chad looked up, and felt his control of the Medusans fluctuate, as a telepathic pressure built on its periphery. Someone was trying to destroy the troops under his mental control. Without commands, they were allowing themselves to be killed by blade and blaster. Chad exerted a command: "Resist!" He felt his minions spring into action. But, his concentration was split between controlling them, and Laerel. 
 
      
 
    "I will be back," Chad said, getting up. "We're going home." 
 
      
 
    "No," Laerel said, grabbing his hand. "I'm going home, now. Stay a moment longer...So I may die in the company of my beloved..." 
 
      
 
    Chad looked down at him. Laerel struggled to take a breath, and focused his last energies to say a last prayer: "May God forgive me of my sins, my lusts, and my pride...And let me take the cup of everlasting life, and drink deep of its waters and beauty...Forever..." 
 
      
 
    His breath left him, and he didn't take another. Chad looked down at the corpse as it relaxed and sank into the gravity's pull. He thought, This didn't just happen...This can't be happening... He looked down at his metal form, and at the odd, perfuntuary angles of the alien craft around him. He thought of Laerel's words: "You will never make it in the Majestic Service..." 
 
      
 
    Another explosion shuddered the ship's frame, and a pressure gale rolled through the receiving bay. Chad left Laerel, and stepped out of the transport. Six humans were still alive, two men, an old women, and three children. The men were still strong enough to try to stand. Chad kneeled over them, and said, "Don't try to move. We're soldiers of the Holy Reach. We're carrying you out of here." 
 
      
 
    "What is this place," the man stammered. 
 
      
 
    "Grab onto me," Chad said, momentarily setting Sarah down as he put one man on his back, and the other over his shoulder. He picked her tenderly back up, and picked up his pike as he told Varen to carry the others. He obeyed. Paris said, "How will we fight?" 
 
      
 
    Chad pushed against the exhaustion rolling through his mind. "We won't have to," he said. "Follow." He set out across the receiving bay. He felt the sphere of his mental control shift through the ship, leaving confused Medusans in its wake, and picking up new ones. The elevator was large enough to carry a troop transport, and, according to Watchdren's memories, it went straight up the central beam. The controls and buttons were inscribed with the Medusan script, which the masino - and, consequently Chad - could read. He pressed the button for the central passageway. He felt his telepathic aura travel through hundreds of minds as he rose through the ship. 
 
      
 
    The elevator stopped. From here, it was only a few steps to the central damage control. The hatch opened, revealing a passageway full of Medusans. But before they could take them all in, the passageway gun, mounted on the overhead, laced into them. Laden with civilians, Chad and Varen hunkred beneath their deflectors as Paris jumped diagonally at the passageway bulkhead, then shot up and sliced the gun through. She landed at the armored hooves of a centuar armed with a pike that reached across the passageway. She looked up at it, and glanced back at Chad. 
 
      
 
    Chad stepped forward, exerting his will on the enemy. But it took all his effort just to keep them from attacking, because he could feel the hive mind demanding that they attack. When they didn't yield, Varen said, "Let me guess: We have to fight, now." 
 
      
 
    "No," Chad struggled to say. "They're in a kind of paralysis; we just have to get past them to the damage control room." 
 
      
 
    "Oh," Varen said, pressing up to a four-ton centaur, and sliding between it and the bulkhead. "Excuse me, sir." 
 
      
 
    Paris and Chad followed him. Chad staggered along the bulkhead. The humans he carried gripped him in fear, and, tucked in the crook of his arm, Sarah felt more vulnerable than a newborn infant. It would only take one wrong move for the passageway to explode into a melee of metal violence. Sarah and the six survivors would have no more chance of survival than a baby bird thrown into a roaring transmission case. As they drew near the damage control room, Chad staggered. His ability to project control was waning. He felt the Medusans breaking loose. He contracted his sphere of control to only a dozen meters, and felt a moment of relief. But, Medusans down the passageway started fighting their way back toward him. 
 
      
 
    They made it to the damage control room. Paris opened the hatch. But, a giant centaur dominated the room. A trio of techs cowered behind him. With a final burst of mental effort, Chad ordered: "Out." 
 
      
 
    The centaur didn't move. 
 
      
 
    Chad said: "I'm done...I can't control it...Kill it, before I totally lose it." 
 
      
 
    Paris lunged at the enemy, delivering an extended hand lunge that could illustrate a book of pike techniques. Her blow pierced its armor, and she traveled until she was armpit-deep in the animal, sending her pike through its well-protected heart. She recovered, and slaid the techies as a mist of blood sprayed from her whirling pike. 
 
      
 
    The Medusans in the passageway swayed as Chad's control collapsed. Chad tossed Sarah to Paris, and offloaded his civilians into the damage control room. Varen did the same, just as a grenade tossed by an enemy landed behind them, and detonated. A centaurs body took the blow, but the two of them were thrown into the room as Chad lost the last tenants of control. 
 
      
 
    "Go!" he roared. "Paris - let Watchdren do his work." He sprang up, and threw himself out of the damage control room, attacking their foes. Varen glanced at Paris, and followed with a war cry as he quoted an action movie: "C'mon! For the Emperor!" 
 
      
 
    Paris stood in front of a bank of control panels, and said to her masino: "It's yours." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren took over their body. Fingers and arms flew too fast to follow. The hatch to the room slid down, secure. Gravity went from three G's to one. A diagram of the ship showing air pressure started flashing red in all zones except theirs as airlocks and their safeties were thrown wide open. The ship shuddered as its sublight drives ceased as Watchdren cut their energy feed. 
 
      
 
    "Now," he said. "The security system and the spacefold core. They're encoded." 
 
      
 
    "It's encoded?" she asked. But, before she could ask anything further, she felt her masino's consciousness fade as it concentrated all its computing power to its scrambler, which he focused on the FTL barrier. She stood there, waiting for him to crack the FTL as she listened to the sounds of fighting out in the passageway. Grenade blasts rocked the ship. Varen and Chad were silent. 
 
      
 
    She asked Watchdren, "How much longer?" 
 
      
 
    There was no reply, only the silence of his focus. Then he said, "I'm going to try to jump us to Eden Prayer. But we'll be attacked as soon as we fold. If the orbits are controlled by our navy..." 
 
      
 
    He faded out. Paris said, "What is it?" 
 
      
 
    "Attack barrier," he struggled to say. "It's...I don't know if I can fight it...They're trying to scramble me before I can cut into the computer...Be ready to shut me down if I'm lost." 
 
      
 
    "Don't lose," she said, then, repeated that as a prayer. 
 
      
 
    Chad dominated the passageway as he tangled with a centaur. Behind him, Varen took a knee while power flooded back into his limbs. 
 
      
 
    "Ready to switch?" Varen asked. 
 
      
 
    "No," Chad said. "No need." He was going just fast enough to keep up with the enemy's attacks, which dominated the passageway. Because of their close confines, they could use the Horatio tactic of using one man to hold off many by forcing them into single combat. Varen watched as he rested. He shouted: "Grenade!" 
 
      
 
    They both jumped back as the grenade flew over the centaur's shoulder. Its detonation threw them both down the passageway, where they came to a skidding stop. A depressurization gale blew over them, and the passageway was filled with a shrieking cry. 
 
      
 
    "That blast popped some rivets," Varen said. 
 
      
 
    "I thought were were deep in the ship." 
 
      
 
    "Paris must've depressurized everything but this zone," Chad replied, as he sprang to his feet. The grenade blast delayed the enemy just as long as it did them. 
 
      
 
    The enemies lined up and fired. Their deflectors hissed with blue static as Chad and Varen surged back to close the gap back to melee range. They both slammed their shoulders into a minotaur, using him as a battering ram against the crowd. 
 
      
 
    A blast hit Varen's deflector so hard he was thrown forward, and the energy screen nearly overloaded before tripping its safety, and shutting off. He glanced back, and saw the elevator shaft was dominated by a gunwalker, crouched like giant cat waiting to pounce. It's twin laser cannons were aimed straight at him. The gunwalker was too far away to rush - it would slag them before they reached it. 
 
      
 
    "Forsaken whore!" Varen cursed. "Chad - get into the crowd! Take cover in the enemy!" 
 
      
 
    Chad glanced back, and charged into the enemy crowd, holding his pike like a spear and tearing through all resistance. They made it twenty meters down the passageway, and spun until they'd cut down enough enemies to make a clearing from which they could fight and cover each others backs. Chad took the side backed up by the gunwalker. A centaur reared and spun, crushing four techies as it came down on Chad. But the huge enemy was profiled against a brilliant white light. Chad ducked as the gunwalker's twin cannons lazed through its own troops in an all-out attack to get the humans before its ship was hijacked. The passageway exploded with flame, white-hot slag, and rolling clouds of pink steam. Chad and Varen ducked as the centaur was erased from back to front, and the two white-hot lasers, a thousand times brighter than a welder's torch, ripped over their heads. 
 
      
 
    The lasers cut out. It would take a moment for the gunwalker's capacitators to fill up from its energy core. Chad yelled: "Attack it - now!" 
 
      
 
    They threw full power into their pikes, and shot down the passageway floor like bullets. Varen rolled over and flew, skidding on his knees, while Chad flipped onto his back. The gunwalker's back hitched as it depressed its guns, training each on the targets. Chad turned his head as the laser raked him with white heat. Even through his faceplate and eyelids shut tight, he felt his organic eyes burn away. But he still had his radar, and as he and Varen sped by the walker, they each rose and struck at a leg with all their force and speed. Their strikes severed its legs at the knees, and the upper body crashed to the deck. 
 
      
 
    Varen and Chad flew into the elevator, and slammed against the wall hard enough to split it open. Their flight was stopped only by the elevator shaft. They fell to the elevator deck. Clouds of smoke rolled up off their armor. Chad stood, but Varen did not. His chestplate glowed like the embers of a fire in the dark of the night. The heat from his body was making the elevator deck turn red, and start smoking as it sagged. 
 
      
 
    Chad pulled him out of the elevator, and propped him up. Varen said, "That thing hit me hard, man. I can't cool down. Can't move. Gah - I think I'm gonna cook! Heat's soaking through my brain case..." A mercurial cloud of steam burst from seam vents in his armor. Varen said: "What's that?" 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "I don't know." But, his masino said: "That's his liquid metal coolant leaving his body." 
 
      
 
    "I bet that's not good," Varen said. 
 
      
 
    "No," Watchdren said. "Not good." He glanced down the hallway, past the downed, floundering walker, and said, "We gotta pull his case before his brain dies of heat stroke." 
 
      
 
    Chad rolled Varen over. "I didn't know that could even happen." 
 
      
 
    "His armor is glowing red hot," Watchdren said to him. "It doesn't do that until it reaches a million degrees. Of course he can't dump the heat that laser delivered." 
 
      
 
    The walker floundered in the confines of the passageway as it rose on its inertia drive and tried to turn toward them. It was too long to make a single turn, and its gun turrets caught on the bulkhead. Its severed legs thrashed against the floor, and its guns elevated and dropped as it started working its way around. 
 
      
 
    Chad ignored it, and flipped Varen over. "Pop your locks," he shouted. Varen gave no reply. His masino said, "The armor is swollen from heat. The locks won't let go of the backplate." 
 
      
 
    The passageway shook as the gunwalker thrashed. Light and heat blasted from its lasers as it ripped into the passageway, slagging them to gain clearance. Chad shoved his body wrench up beneath the bottom edge of Varen's backplate. But, he couldn't get a grip on the slim lock nuts, which were only a few millimeters wide. The armor was too swollen. 
 
      
 
    They were in vaccuum, so, there was no way to bleed the heat off of Varen. Chad stood. They were outside a hatch with 'maintenance' written on it in the Medusan script. Chad opened the hatch. Varen's body, controlled by his masino, stood up. "What are we doing?" 3K and Watchdren asked. 
 
      
 
    The gunwalker had almost completed its turn. They would be pinned in the maintenance room, which gave access to an array of piping, valves, power conduits, and safeties. The pipes were labelled, and, one said "Inbound Coolant." 
 
      
 
    Chad punched it, and his fast sailed through the pipe. Before he could retract his fist, a geyser of mercurial metal liquid exploded, sending him across the room, and out the hatch. The flood hit Varen's body, and exploded into gas excited into plasma. An expansion shockwave blew Chad out of the room. The passageway was blasted with superheated steam, and Chad found his head resting directly beneath the gunwalker's muzzle. It fired as he jumped clear with all his force. 
 
      
 
    He came to a skidding stop that sent up a spray of sparks, and he turned on the armored vehicle, bringing his pike's blade through the base of the barrel. There was a flash and an explosion of white crystals that made a rainbow ring in the air as they sang with a crystalline chime. The dropped barrel exposed the pilot hatch, and Chad sent his pike right through it. He felt the resistance drop after a few inches of armor, and he swirled his pike around inside the cockpit. The gunwalker collapsed as a swarm of enemies came crawling over the downed machine. Chad tried to shake his pike free from the cockpit, but, he couldn't align the pike blade to fit back through the hole it made. He released the blade and extracted the shaft as a minotaur fell on him. Chad kicked him off just as the ship's gravity lens was turned off. Both Chad and the minotaur tumbled in microgravity, followed by the other Medusans coming off the gunwalker. Chad hugged his pike missile-style and shot back up the passageway, throwing himself into the deck and coming to a skidding stop in front of the DC room. 
 
      
 
    Too late, he realized he hadn't thought through his decision; he was now surrounded by enemies on both sides, rolling in zero g, bouncing off walls, shooting at him. The passageway was twisted like a bent cardboard tube, blackened with burnt blood, slagged and torn open by laser blasts, and filled with the coalescing coolant mist, which made ball bearings of liquid metal that bowled through balls of blood. Medusan soldiers, alive, dead, whole, and dismembered, rolled through the silent vacuum. The passageway walls looked like they were caving in, and then all went into darkness, before flashing back into reality. Chad realized that they had just completed a spacefold. 
 
      
 
    "Paris," he called out. "Where are we?" 
 
      
 
    Silence. Then, a weak reply: "We folded...We're...somewhere." 
 
      
 
    "What is it? Where are we?" 
 
      
 
    Before she could reply, Chad's mind was seized with a telepathic grip. He felt the hive mind pressing into his thoughts, reaching for a stranglehold on his very being. He shouted and shook his head. His masino said: "I felt that. There's a node somewhere close." 
 
      
 
    Inside the damage control room, Paris slumped, and then suddenly became aware of the alien hand gripping her mind. She tried to fight, but, she was too fatigued to ward it off. She felt as helpless as a toddler fighting a giant, and with a horrible realization, she glanced at the human hostages. As she realized she was losing control of her mind, she threw herself against the bulkhead wih a cry of horror. 
 
      
 
    Chad looked up and down the passageway, but couldn't sense the source of the powerful telepathy. It struck again, and this time he felt it emanating through the deck, coming from directly below him. At the same time, there was the rising cry of a scramble warning. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Watchdren called. "This attack - it's coming at me from one of our masinos." 
 
      
 
    "How?" Chad cried. 
 
      
 
    "Paris's masino - her Watchdren. It's been scrambled. He's trying to infiltrate me. I have to shut - " 
 
      
 
    Chad felt his masino terminate. He was alone in his metal body, and once more, a wave of telepathic pressure rolled over him, making him feel both drunk and exhuasted. A voice hissed: "Sleep..." 
 
      
 
    "No!" Chad shouted, and pressed back at the hidden telepath with all his strength. He pressed into the enemy's mind, and felt the alien aspect of being in many places at once, of thought flowing through a thousand minds in the ship, of being one in many. And in one of the thousands of images he saw, he looked down at himself, seeing the ravaged armor of a female SI, seeing the pike, and then sending it through the throat of a young woman. 
 
      
 
    The enemy, unnerved, collapsed their connection. Chad came to in his own body just in time to parry a blow aimed for his chest. But as he slaid the Medusan, the image ofthe female SI came to mind. With a wave of horror, he realized the image had been from Paris. What she saw, the enemy saw. Her thoughts were the enemy's. The enemy's thoughts were hers. Her masino was comprimised, and she was hypno'd. 
 
      
 
    Chad spun just as gravity returned. He caught his footing and turned to see the hatch the damage control room slide open with a burst of frozen moisture and a puff of wind. A human captive, his eyes turning red as his blood vessel exploded in the lack of air pressure, staggered out of the room, holding his throat. Before he fell to the deck, a pike blade pierced his chest, and Paris kicked his corpse off of her weapon. She stepped into the passageway, with the rest of the humans slain behind her. Her body was the same, but, as she cast her stare on Chad, took a fighting stance, and pointed his pike at him with lethal intent, the mercilessness of the alien mind possessing her made her look like an fierce demoness. 
 
      
 
    But, Chad didn't care. He merely shouted: "Sarah!" 
 
      
 
    She spoke with the voice of Legion: "You mean, this?" She cast down as brain case, ruthlessly smashed open, and dripping with human remains. As Chad stared down at it, she attacked him along with her allies. Chad's reactions were automatic; even as the horror of what transpired sank in, he flew past her, and assaulted through a crowd of enemies, back toward the elevator. Using his pike with its one remaining blade like a spear, he held off the assailants. Paris turned into a black blur as she assaulted. Chad could only retreat from her whirlwind attacks, and the Medusans were forced to back away from her flashing blades. As Chad fell back into the elevator, he caught her pike shaft with his, and while jumping back, sawed his blade through the back of her neck. For a moment he thought he'd severed the spine, but, as she jumped back and caught her bearings, he saw that she was still able to raise her head. Chad used the moment to attack. As the realization of Sarah's death took hold of him, he swung his pike out wide, holding it from the far end, and stepping in with all his might. Sarah's block wasn't secure enough to prevent his blade from biting deep into her chest as she was swept away from the monster attack. As mercury coolant exploded from the wound, he saw a glimpse of the ethereal blue glow of her absolute barrier blinking out. 
 
      
 
    She hit the wall, but resumed her attack, screaming with a voice mixed between hers, Watchdren's, and the multidude of the enemy minds. Chad struck again, impaling her against the bulkhead. White fire roared from the piercing to the comprimised power core. Chad stripped her of her weapon, and tore into the Medusans flooding the elevator. But, the flood was too much. He was overwhelmed. The enemy pulled his limbs wide, pulled his pike from his grasp. All he could see was the blue light of his deflector shield, followed by the white light of blaster fire raining across him. 
 
      
 
    Impacts from weapons rained down on him. Chad shouted: "Do it! Finish me! C'mon!" 
 
      
 
    The ship rocked. The world rocked. Gravity disappeared. The heat disappeared. The light disappeared. The hands holding his arms wide were one. His mind was filled with the horror of a mortal being staring into the abyss of its termination. But, it was not his horror. It was the telepathic scream of his enemies. Chad opened his eyes, and saw a multitude of stars spilling across the sky. He saw Medusans rolling through the open vaccuum, helplessly clawing at nothing. He was surrounded by pieces of the ship, and as he looked up, he saw that it had been blown into three sections. He looked down, and saw the blue halo of a planet's atmosphere, and, below that, grey and white clouds swirling to the horizon. In the far distance, he saw white ships, glowing in the sunlight. He still held Paris's pike, and, they were in vacuum. But, his radar told him that he was two hundred kilometers above the planet's surface. He watched his altitude drop as he plumetted at five kilometers per second. 
 
      
 
    Paris's voice fought through static as she yelled: "Help!" 
 
      
 
    Chad looked around. "Where are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Falling!" she replied. "I have no pike - no power!" 
 
      
 
    "Flare your tranceiver!" 
 
      
 
    Her location was indicated by an arrow on in his field of vision. Chad rotated toward it, and could discern a dark speck against the greyish clouds, far below him. Chad raced toward her as a nimbus of plasma blossomed around her, followed by a meteoric trail of fire. As he plumetted, he restarted his masino. Watchdren came online just as the plasma field from the excited atmosphere exploded over Chad. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "The ship jumped, and blew up. Now, we're dropping," Chad replied. "Paris has no power and she's going to hit the surface." But, as the plasma field intensified, he could only see an orange glow, like the coals of a fire at night. He lost his visual on Paris. And, her tranceiver signal disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "Interesting," Watchdren replied. 
 
      
 
    "Damnit - what should I do?" 
 
      
 
    Ovenine said. "If her BHU is intact it can withstand the impact." 
 
      
 
    Chad replied: "I think I damaged it in our fight." 
 
      
 
    "Where's Varen?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    "We just passed through 25 klicks," Watchdren said. "Kill your speed." 
 
      
 
    Chad reversed the inertia drive, and their velocity dropped. The plasma field disappeared. They were through the clouds, but so high above an ocean that it shimmered like a golden veil. He looked around. The sky was streaked with countless atmospheric entry burns. They flashed as they exploded, but some continued straight down to the earth below. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren asked: "Did you secure Sarah Casker?" 
 
      
 
    Chad cringed. He could only say, "No." 
 
      
 
    "She won't survive entry without her BHU." 
 
      
 
    Chad managed to say: "She was killed. I think Varen is dead, too." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," Watchdren said. 
 
      
 
    "Where are we?" Chad asked. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren glanced at the coastline on the horizon, and said: "We folded back to Eden Prayer. We're off the Southern Islands. The navy must have blown us to shreds the moment we folded in." 
 
      
 
    Just then, Paris's tranceiver signal flashed. She had hit the ocean. Without power for her body's internal inertia drive, she would drop like a stone. Chad flew after her signal. The horizon flattened as he approached the planet's surface. The slipstream roared over his body as he hugged his pike to his chest and dropped like a missile. The waves grew larger and larger, until he finally saw the calm, foamy spot where her impact had momentarily flattened them. He dove like a pencil and smashed ino the water at just under the speed of sound. He had to grip the pike with all his strength to fight the water's drag as he chased her signal. The water went from blue to black as he dropped through a thousand meters. He saw her spiraling down like a fallen leaf, her arms and legs spread wide. He caught her, and said, "I'm here. I have you." 
 
      
 
    She made no reply. Clutching her, he held onto his pike and flew back to the surface. In his mind's eye, he could only see the pike hit that exposed her absolute threshold. As he burst up into the air, he detected another tranceiver flash. It was Varen. 
 
      
 
    "You're alive?" Chad called. "Where are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Looking for you," he replied. "I'm on a sandbar. Lock onto my signal." 
 
      
 
    Varen was almost two hundred kilometers to the west. Chad tossed Paris into the air, hugged her to his chest, and held his pike to her her back. He then threw full power into the pike, until he could barely hold them together as he rocketed toward Varen at Mach Five. The power core of his pike started to give out, and he cut the inertia drive and coasted in a parabolic arc, like a bullet, and just hit the accelerator to keep flying. The waypoint came into view. Varen was on a sandbar formed atop an atoll in the middle of the ocean. Chad let the air resistance cut his speed, then braked with the pike and touched down on the sand. He planted his pike and laid Paris face down. Heat from the atmosphere's friction rolled off of their bodies. 
 
      
 
    "She's not responding," Chad said, as he used a body wrench to unlock her backplate. "Do you sense anything?" 
 
      
 
    Varen didn't reply. He just looked at the deep wounds cutting through her armor and into her torso, and worked on his side of the backplate. They freed it, and pulled it up. The data link to her BHU was severed, and the bio status display was scorched black and unreadable. "Maybe it's just this," Varen said, speaking his hope aloud. 
 
      
 
    Chad unlocked the BHU, and pulled it from her body. The box was torn open along the side. A slurry of black, burnt plastic, ash, and seawater poured out from it. 
 
      
 
    Seeing this, Varen fell to his side, emitting a low groan as he writhed in the sand. Chad stared at the remains, then slowly inserted the BHU back into her body, closed the armor, and rolled her onto her back. He placed her hands on her breast, and straightened the legs. Leaving Varen behind, he stood and walked toward the water, his eyes on the horizon. His mind held no thoughts, and his spirit was gone. He got thigh-deep in the water, and collapsed, laying on his back in a heap with his face just beneath the rolling surf, which continued with no concern for the affairs of men or machines. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin lay on a bench in the gym, and pressed the bar laden with weights up and away from her chest. She closed her eyes in focus as she continued through the repetitions. She was very familiar with the feeling of her muscles straining and emptying of strength, and knew just how to push herself through the breaking point of any of her body's muscles. She was intimate with the feeling of heavy loads on her skeleton and joints, and knew just how long she could push before her heart and lungs could no longer deliver enough oxygen to her body, or remove enough lactic acid from her muscles. 
 
      
 
    She set the bar on its rest and pulled her fingers back from their death grip on it. She rubbed her calluses as she lay there and caught her breath. She sat up. She was the only one in the female soldiers gymnasium. Her breath echoed from the mirrored walls. She glanced at the clock, but she didn't need it to know how long she'd been working out. It felt like her body was a wrung out rag, and all she wanted to do was eat. She only felt that way after hitting the weights hard for about two hours. The narrow shoulder straps of her workout shirt revealed shoulders stacked and arms strapped with blood-engorged muscle. 
 
      
 
    The gym was empty because most of the other young women who frequented it were dead. They had been killed in action on Eden Prayer, along with her friends Sarah and Paris. Out of their class, only thirty-four soldiers had survived. Ten males and twenty-four females. The class was being disbanded; they were shipping out to units and houses willing to accept the newbies. Erin had no idea where she was heading. 
 
      
 
    Her SI body was still on Eden Prayer, in the city. But she had twelve hours of liberty, and she chose to come to their island on Haven. Most others did not. But, this was the only home she knew in that world. She staggered from the weight bench to the showers, cleaned up, and wandered out into the silent, empty halls of the barracks. She went to the chow hall, and made food. She was the only one there, and she ate in silence as the sun set through the windows, and cast a golden light everywhere. It reminded her of all the evenings she had spent there in the company of friends, and she lost her appetite. She found herself thinking of home, and how happy she'd been marching down the boulevard, to the teleporter to Mars Hill. She thought of all the cheering onlookers, and the fanfare. She recalled the bobbing heads of the people in her formation, and she didn't understand how they had all been taken away so quickly. 
 
      
 
    She bowed her head and prayed: "Dear Lord, please forgive me for my sins, please forgive me for wanting my own understanding. Please forgive me for doubting your plan for our lives. But if I can offer my life for the life of any other friend, please claim my soul in my very next battle. I love you and wish to see you, Lord, and be with you, in an unbroken embrace, forever. Amen." 
 
      
 
    Though her prayer was finished, she kept her head bowed, in awe of the vision of being bodiles, thoughtless, in perfect union with the perfect love of God. She knew this moment would be brief, so she relished it. From deep within her person, a voice said: "My daughter, you will not die in this war. You will clog space with the bodies of your enemies, and your name shall be a curse upon their lips." 
 
      
 
    Erin's head remained bowed, and her eyes closed. The Lord's words filled her with sadness, because it meant she had a long mortal life ahead of her. But, whatever his will for her may be, she felt happy to serve. She spoke aloud: "I understand, my Lord." 
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes, and was surprised to find herself back in the cafeteria. It felt like she had been light years from not only it, but her own body and mind. She as also surprised to find Varen standing across the table from her. 
 
      
 
    "You understand what?" He asked, sitting down. 
 
      
 
    "Oh," Erin said, blinking. She never knew what to say to Varen. She didn't understand his humor, and, he was flippant about God, which made her even more shy to say anything. But, she said, "Um, you know...God's will for me..." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I see," he said, sighing, and sitting across from her. "I suppose you were just talking to God. Again. Well, did he have anything to say about me?" 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. He rolled his eyes, and said, "About you?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Varen," she whispered, looking down. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Interesting. Well, what did he have to say?" 
 
      
 
    She didn't reply. She only wondered, Why does he act this way? Is it because he' s scared? 
 
      
 
    "Oh, come on, Em," Varen said. "Remember when we were kids, and you used to always tell us about how God was talking to you?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Well, what happened?" 
 
      
 
    She looked up. "I learned to not talk about things that people like you laugh at." 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. "Erin...You're a brain in a box in a combat cyborg. You realize this, right?" He waved his hand around. "This is a reality simulator. Your body - your ridiculous she-hulk body - you realize it's an illusion, right?" 
 
      
 
    She tilted her head. "Yes." 
 
      
 
    "So, you don't find an ounce of humor in the idea of a few kilos of organic matter called a brain receiving a personal message from the supposed creator of the universe?" 
 
      
 
    She nodded. "I see what you're saying. I just don't understand why you think it's funny." 
 
      
 
    He sighed. "I know you don't, she-hulk. And that just makes it more funny." 
 
      
 
    "You don't seem to be laughing." 
 
      
 
    "I only find it funny, because it's so sad and pathetic there's no other way to view it." 
 
      
 
    She stared through the dinner table, and said, "I know that Haven is an illusion. But, I also think real life is an illusion. My body in real life - I never felt it was really me. I feel that 'me' cannot be determined by anything in real life. Because, the real me is greater than real life." As she spoke, a spirit animated her lips and mouth, and she spoke things she'd never thought of before, but instantly knew them to be truth: "And the only thing that is real is God, and my love for him, and his love for me. And this I can feel without a body, without intelligence, without thought, or any of the instruments such as ears, eyes, tongue, or touch, that I use in the world." She looked up at him, and the room disappeared, as all she could see was a cloud of radiance flowing toward her person, and beams of light that shot straight through her entire being. She stood, and spoke in a language she'd never used before, and one that Varen didn't recognize. He realized she was speaking in tongues. 
 
      
 
    She went silent. Then, as the vision faded, she looked down at Varen. He thought that she was back to her normal self and senses, but, her voice was still not hers. Instead of soft and unsure of herself, it was steady: "You asked if God said anything about you. He didn't. But, I know that you will die in this war, and that I will not." 
 
      
 
    "Well," he said. "That's good news for you, I guess." 
 
      
 
    "Not to me." 
 
      
 
    "Surviving this war isn't great news?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't want to survive while all my friends die." She touched a hand to her breast, and said, "My greatest wish is that an angel of the Lord would appear before me, and spear me through the heart, delivering me to Heaven." She closed her eyes and sighed as she imagined this. When she opened them again, her countenance was changed. It had relaxed. She was Erin again, but not quite the Erin that she'd been before their war started. As if nothing had happened, she smiled, and left the table. 
 
      
 
    Varen was left sitting there, stupified with the full realization that he'd just seen something supernatural. Erin had been possessed; she never talked like that. He didn't even think she was capable of confronting him; he'd only teased her out of boredom. He thought, There goes another subjective experience of mine that proves the unprovable, that we live in a supernatural world. Should I take this one in, or should I just take this experience and shove it way, way down. Man, is she a masochist. No wonder she works out like she does. I should have seen it in her, had I paid any attention at all. God, are you there? If you're there...Help me forget that whole scene. Help me forget it, along with Paris, my classmates, that whole battle, those civilians dying on me. 
 
      
 
    He realized that as he thought, he was tapping the fingers of his right hand on the table, one after the other. Great - now I have nervous ticks. He rested his forehead in the palm of his hand and leaned on the table. His hand slid down over his eye, and he stared out across the hall, thinking, Why, oh why, in the bloody name of Hell, am I stuck in this bizarre life...Why do we have to fight this war...What is the truth about humanity - about this world? 
 
      
 
    It occurred to him, then, that it was entirely possible that human beings, along with their history, religion, and culture, could be entirely made by machines. Obviously, evolution dictated that animal life precedes machines. But, it was possible that some other race had originated their own artificial intelligence, been wiped out, and that the machines had genetically engineered the human race. Perhaps they'd lifted and modified the DNA from some primate. Or, perhaps, humans were just a race that the machines chanced upon, and used. 
 
      
 
    He groaned, and thought, Why am I trapped with these thoughts? Blood...God - free me from this stupid brain of mine... 
 
      
 
    He felt trapped. He needed a distraction, but the idea of his usual method of distraction made him ill. He could only think of the pain he'd delivered to Paris, straight unto her death, and the fact that he could never redeem himself to her, or ask for forgiveness. No - I have to stuff that one down deep inside. Waaay down. Books didn't interest him. Studying the guitar didn't interest him. He suddenly recalled a part of the lecture he'd endured on post-traumatic stress disorder: "You may find yourself unable to engage in your usual activities, or be easily distracted, and unable to find joy in life." 
 
      
 
    He laughed. As if anyone could expect anyone to find joy in life after fighting those forsaken Medusans... 
 
      
 
    He didn't want to see Chad. Chad had changed. Chad was no longer Chad. He knew he could locate a counselor, or Mustaf. But, he didn't want to. Then, he suddenly recalled something from the real world. In the medical kit he'd carried to help civilians, there had been ampoules of an injectible painkiller called fluxor. He had an epiphany, and phased out of Haven and back into his SI body. 
 
      
 
    He was sitting in the shelled-out police station near the town square, along with a dozen other soldiers. His masino said to him: "You're back early." 
 
      
 
    "I know I am, Sexy," he replied. "There's something I need to do." 
 
      
 
    "Oh?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. And, I'd like you to turn off for a little while." 
 
      
 
    "Why?" 
 
      
 
    "I need privacy." 
 
      
 
    "From me?" She asked, surprise apparent in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he replied. "Since we're not in combat, maybe you can honor this request? And then, next time, I'll honor your privacy." 
 
      
 
    He felt her confusion when she blurted: "What need have I of privacy?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I don't know. Like, if you want to go make out with a toaster oven, or something." 
 
      
 
    She scoffed. "Don't be ridiculous. As you said, since we're not in combat, I'll shut down now." 
 
      
 
    "You're the best." 
 
      
 
    He felt her mind shut down. Then, he opened up the bag of medical supplies, and cracked open a jar of what they called 'brain food.' It held tubes of sustenance and nutrients for brains in the BHUs. Each tube was about the size and shape of a man's index finger, and were filled mostly with glucose. A BHU could hold four tubes, each providing sustenance for about fifteen days. 
 
      
 
    The other soldiers in the police station were all logged into Haven. But to stay away from masinos, he found an abandoned office, and sat down at its desk. After a few hours of tinkering, he found a way to fill a brin food tube with fluxor without comprimising the sterility of the fluid or the tube. But, the tube held almost eight cubic centimeters of the drug, which was enough to dose eighty grown men out of their minds. And since the amount that reached a normal person's nervous system had to be spread throughout the entire body's bloodstream, a human body took a much bigger dose than just a brain would. Unsure of what to do, he came upon another solution, and divided the portion into two tubes, diluting it with regular brain food. 
 
      
 
    When finished, he marked the tubes. The only thing he needed now was an accomplice, and he already had a candidate in mind. He rested his head on the desk, and logged into Haven, where he was lying on his rack. He got up, went to the third floor, and knocked on the door of Lucinda Hammeruin. He was about to leave when the door cracked open. The hallway light illuminated only a sliver of her face and body, but it was enough light to reveal a stunningly beautiful woman. Her eyes, so blue they appeared silver, squinted against the light, grimaced, and said, "What do you want, Rudyard?" 
 
      
 
    Varen smiled, and said, "Do you wanna get high, Lucy?" 
 
      
 
    "Don't use that bloody name," she said as she closed the door. But before it latched, she opened it again. "What did you say?" 
 
      
 
    "Let me in," he said. "And I'll tell you." 
 
      
 
    She sighed, and walked away. Varen let himself in and closed the door behind him. Lucinda sat on her bed. She was dressed only in a t-shirt and underwear. She was tall, toned, and had long brunette curls that nearly reached her waist. Her face was perfect, but belying her beauty was an expression boredom. Her imperious presence combined with her looks made most men unwilling to even approach her. But, Varen had never been bothered by those things. 
 
      
 
    Varen went to sit on the bed. She said, "Don't." He went to sit in a chair, and she repeated herself. "Just tell me what you mean, Varen." 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "What, no 'Hi, Varen, I'm so glad to see you?'" 
 
      
 
    "I'm not a stupid sixteen-year-old girl anymore, so, no." 
 
      
 
    "C'mon, Lucy. I mean, Lucinda." 
 
      
 
    "Half my friends are dead, Varen, and I don't count you among them. I'm going to get killed in my metal body in this bloody war. So if you think I have any tolerance for your trash, you've miscalculated." 
 
      
 
    She glowered at him. Varen wondered if she was the right person to be his accomplice. They had history together, and she'd always been interested in distractions - both in the bedroom, and of the chemical variety. On their homeworld, they'd experimented with anything they could, and had settled on a psychoactive herb they nicknamed high flower, which grew in the moutains. Searching these thing had been one of the reasons Varen spent so much time in the wilderness while growing up. 
 
      
 
    But they had grown distant in the past few years. And Varen was suddenly aware of just how much she resented him, as well as her situation. Her tone had changed. She had always described her time in the Majestic Service as something she would wait out, after which she (in her words) would just use her looks, play at being a nice girl, and snag the richest man she could find. But now, it seemed that her plans for an easy future had been erased by a hard strike of reality. 
 
      
 
    Varen waited too long. She huffed and rose, pivoting toward the door as soon as her foot touched the floor. Varen said, "Now, wait." 
 
      
 
    "What?" 
 
      
 
    He took a breath, and explained what he wanted to do. She stood there, expressionless as she listened. She walked back past him without saying anything, and sat back down on her bed. 
 
      
 
    She said, "I'm logging into my SI now." 
 
      
 
    "Wait," he said. "We have to have a plan on how to - " 
 
      
 
    "How to bypass our masinos?" she asked. He nodded, and she rolled her eyes. "We'll just pretend that we're servicing our BHUs, only with the modified food tubes you have." 
 
      
 
    Varen sat down. This time, she didn't protest. He asked, "Listen, I kind of daydreamed during a lot of our classes about the BHU. Do you think there's any chance that this could harm us?" 
 
      
 
    Her face was lowered, and she raised her eyes to meet his. "Do you reallly think it matters at this point?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, kinda..." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry," she said. "The BHU's blood scrubbers won't let a toxic level of the fluxor to interfere with our biochemistry. All we have to do is control the feed rate with a manual override. I suggest just a couple micrograms per hour to start, and then increase the flow rate until we feel an effect." 
 
      
 
    "But, won't our masinos notice that?" 
 
      
 
    "The masinos are locked out of the BHU," she said, "because of the risk of them killing us if they are scrambled. The BHU is a solid-state, self-regulating system with controls accessible only by the cerbo inside it, or by manual controls on its physical interface." She frowned. "Really, Varen, your forsaken brain is kept alive by the thing, you might want to know how it works." 
 
      
 
    He sat there for a moment, and decided to go forward with the plan. But first, he looked her over, leaned back, and looked away as he smiled. 
 
      
 
    "What?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "You and I had some good times," he said. "What happened?" 
 
      
 
    "You turned out to be something you weren't. You're an illusion. The real Varen doesn't care about people. But you know this, better than anyone else." 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "Fair enough assessment, I guess. Well, let's say we get high, love?" 
 
      
 
    "Let's." 
 
      
 
    They logged out of Haven and returned to their metal bodies. Lucinda met him in the abandoned office. She preferred a female model SI. She picked up one of the tubes and studied it. 
 
      
 
    "Is your masino off?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "Of course it is," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have Watchdren or 3K?" 
 
      
 
    "3K." She set the vial down, and said, "Pop your backplate. I'll do you first." 
 
      
 
    "No," he said. "I'll do you first." 
 
      
 
    She tilted her head. "What's the matter? Don't trust me? Come on." 
 
      
 
    "No," he said. "I said you'll go first." 
 
      
 
    She put the tube down. "Your idea. You're going to take the risk first." 
 
      
 
    This much, Varen knew, was true. "Okay," he said, leaning against the desk, and popping the controls for his backplate. Lucinda moved behind him, and he felt the warnings from his BHU as it was disconnected from his body. Everything went black as he was pulled from his unit. Then, the BHUs camera came into focus, and the audio came online. His BHU was sitting on the desk, facing an empty chair. He expected Lucinda to access his feed tubes, but instead, she came around, and sat down in front of him. 
 
      
 
    She cocked her head as she looked at him, and her eyes were full of mirth. "Are you in there, Varen?" 
 
      
 
    He opened his microphone channel, and through the BHU's audio output, said ,"Yes. What's going on?" 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. "Call it what you will. Revenge. Retribution. Justice. Payback. I really don't care. All I want is to see you suffer. And this is the perfect opportunity." 
 
      
 
    Varen could only sit there, watching her. With her this close, he could feel her mind. Her hatred for him was like a pillar at the core of her soul. And through her mind, he could feel what she considered to be his bitter knife of betrayel that he'd stabbed into her heart when he had first abandoned her for another girl. That knife had remained there ever since, and it turned and twisted every time she'd seen him, or heard about him. 
 
      
 
    For a brief moment, he regretted not scanning her mind for her true feelings by getting close to it. But he'd grown so used to the mental freedom of not feeling the thoughts of others that he often sat apart from them - especially if they were old lovers. But that regret was quickly buried by the weight of his predicament. The acting platoon sergeant was Doug Chambers. Doug hated him, and beyond that, he'd heard that he blamed him for Paris's death. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, he calmly said, "Well, I guess you're going to report me, huh?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. And, you can count on an incredibly long spell in a pain box for altering your BHU to deliver drugs," she said. "More for distribution, which is what you about to do to me. It looks like it'll be white light and pain for you for at least two years. Maybe more." 
 
      
 
    As he foresaw his fate if convicted, his mind went blank with terror. But, that quickly faded under the will to escape punishment. He tried to think, but couldn't come up with anything. The major problem was, Lucinda would see through any manipulation he attempted. She was more intelligent than he was. 
 
      
 
    She scoffed at his silence. "What, no last minute mind games? No appeals to 'how we used to be?'" 
 
      
 
    "No. I trusted you to pull my brain out of my body, and now I'm sitting here helpless on a table. How more humiliated do you think I can get? Do you want me to beg?" 
 
      
 
    The mirth in her eyes faded. Varen then realized that he'd struck a chord with her. When he had mentioned 'trust,' she'd felt the darkness of guilt. With his psionic talent for empathy, he suddenly realized that what he'd always suspected about her was the rock-hard truth: Lucinda had an extremely strong sense of right and wrong, and one of the things she judged to be completely right was trust between friends. He realized that's why she probably had never forgivn him - he'd betrayed her trust. 
 
      
 
    She answered him, "Yes. I want you to beg." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, okay. I suppose you want me to beg like you begged me not to leave you when we were sixteen? Is that what this is about? You're going to backstab me because you were sad because I didn't turn out to be marriage material when you were a little girl?" 
 
      
 
    Her eyes squinted, and she leaned forward. "That's not what this is about!" 
 
      
 
    "Okay - then before I start fulfilling your request to beg, why don't you tell me what it's about, so I can beg appropritately?" 
 
      
 
    "It's not just about me. You screwed over lots of people, Varen. Most of them are dead, and some forsaken freak like you lives?" 
 
      
 
    "You're right," he said. "I've slept with lots of girls, okay? Almost ten from our class. But I didn't kiss and tell. I didn't backstab anyone. And I understand your feelings are hurt. So to get back for your hurt feelings, go ahead and squeal on me and stab me in the back. No? Not going? Hey, I know - I have access to the platoon net. Want me to just call Doug up here right now? While I'm at it, maybe I'll just let the whole platoon know that you're a squealing Judas." 
 
      
 
    "No!" she shouted, slamming her hand down on the desk next to him, and making his BHU bounce. But, he didn't stop. "Now that I think of it, didn't you sleep with that guy Marco? Do you realize how crushed he was when you brushed him off? A woman with your looks can tear a guy's heart out - " 
 
      
 
    "You freak!" she screamed, and swiped his BHU off the table and onto the floor. He had a good view of her boots as she shouted: "I hate your forsaken, bloody guts!" The toe of her boot impacted with the camera, and with her body's strength, he shot across the room like a bullet, and smashed through the wall, coming to land in the dusty mess of what must have been an evidence room. 
 
      
 
    He expected her to pursue, but, the only thing settling was plaster and pieces of paper that see-sawed through the air. He contacted Chad through the platoon net. 
 
      
 
    "What is it, Varen? I'm in a training sim." 
 
      
 
    "I need help. All I can say is that I need you in the real world. I'm going to flash my transponder and you have ten seconds to come put me back in my metal body." 
 
      
 
    There was no pause before Chad said, "On my way." 
 
      
 
    Varen watched the platoon net. The moment he saw Chad's mind transfer from Haven to reality, he flashed his transponder. It took only seconds for Chad to find him, and rush him back to his body. Varen scooped up the altered food tubes and held them in his palm, ready to crush them into nothing. 
 
      
 
    "What happened?" Chad asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's kind of a long story," Varen said. "Basically, Lucinda and I got into a quarrel while she was servicing my BHU, and she kicked my brain through a wall." 
 
      
 
    Chad sighed. "Glad to see you two still get along." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. Well, thanks." 
 
      
 
    "I gotta get back to the sim." Before Varen could say anything else, he walked off. 
 
      
 
    Varen was left alone. He looked down at the food tubes, and realized he was back at square one. Well, maybe square two, if square one was prepping the tubes. He found Lucinda on the platoon net and chimed her channel. It opened. He said, "I know I kind of pissed you off." 
 
      
 
    She didn't reply, but, she didn't close the channel, either. He said, "I pissed you off. You scared the life out of me. So, how about we call it even?" 
 
      
 
    After a pause, she said, "We will call it even when you come back to me." 
 
      
 
    "Come back to you," he said. "Forever?" 
 
      
 
    Her voice was heavy with sadness: "For as long as you'll take me is forever for me, because my thoughts only dwell on the time we spent together. And I doubt my life will last much longer, anyway." 
 
      
 
    Varen shook his head. He had no way of telling her - or telling anyone, except for Chad - that he could no longer womanize like he used to. Because now, the pain and discord he caused in others, he felt through his accursed empathy. That is, when they (or more appropriately, their minds) were close enough to him. And unfortunately when they were garrisoned together - in the field, or on Mars Hill - he was close enough to these past lovers that he felt the heartbreak from every single one. And when he was the source of the pain, it was impossible to shut them out of his head. 
 
      
 
    He said, "I don't think so, Lucy. I didn't take a shine to you kicking my brain through those walls." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," she said, not even bothering to protest the use of her hated nickname. "I wanted to hurt you...somehow...It seemed like a good idea. At the time." 
 
      
 
    "Apology accepted," he said. "But, I need to find someone a little more loyal." 
 
      
 
    From the floor below, he could feel his words strike home. "I'll be loyal." 
 
      
 
    "Prove it." 
 
      
 
    Their channel closed. Varen sat as he felt her ascending the stairs. He gracile form entered the room with the silence of a shadow. Varen felt excitement at the prospect of finally getting drugs into his system, and he tried to ignore the feminine shape of her metal body. He suddenly wondered, How can such a plain-looking body be so attractive? He realized it must have something to do with simply knowing who inhabited that form. And maybe something like hip-to-waist ratios, the diamond shape of the female SI chest, which gave the suggestion of breasts without actually having breasts, the long, tapered limbs. Of course, there was also the mask, which mirrored the looks of the woman wearing the body. And Lucinda was very beautiful. He looked away, thinking, Just gonna use her to get high. Not gonna get attached again. 
 
      
 
    Without hesitation, Lucinda came before Varen, and knelt, looking up at him with her soft silver-blue eyes set in her immobile mask. She sighed, and said, "Is this enough of a display?" 
 
      
 
    He brushed his fingertips across her cheek, and vividly recalled the touch of her real flesh. Though he relished her display of submission, he felt she was too much of a sister to put her through it too long. He laughed, and pulled her up. He set the tubes down on the table, and said, "Come on. Take off your blouse and kit, and pop your backplate. I'll do you first." 
 
      
 
    She turned her back to him, and did so. He removed her BHU, and her body went limp, leaning against the desk. He used the manual controls to remove a feed tube, and insert a drugged tube. She channeled to him, and said, "I'm drawing from it right now." 
 
      
 
    "Don't go too fast." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry," she said, but, he could already feel her mind fogging over. After seconds that felt like minutes, she giggled, and said, "It...works..." 
 
      
 
    Varen grinned in eagerness as he put her back into her body, and shut her backplate. She stirred, put a hand to her face, and laughed aloud. "This is awesome. Your turn, now." 
 
      
 
    He observed her as she turned to him. Her metal body revealed nothing about the fluxor's effect on her mind, but, her movements were lethargic, and her pupils were dilated and her eyes had a far-off look. She nodded at him. "Try it." 
 
      
 
    Overcoming his reluctance to surrender himself back into her control, he allowed her to take him into her hands once again. This time, she performed the task right away, and put him back into his body. He drew from the altered tube, and immediately felt the drug as his metal body became limp, and felt comfortably warm. He felt his mind dissipate and relax as it slowed into a sleepy, half-awake, half-dreaming state. The rosey sunset light in the room, filtered by dusty windows, drew his attention. He almost forgot Lucinda as she sat on the floor. He joined her there, and they laid down together as the drug clouded their minds and turned the harsh edges of reality into soft round corners. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren inhabited the body of a tallboy armed with an x-ray cannon. He stood in the simulated forest, and as tall as his alien body was, he was dwarfed by the trunks of giant, petrified trees that reached high into the sky of an airless world. Above the reaches of limbless trunks was the blackness of space. The sim was based on the planet Alta, which had been killed centuries ago when the enemy weaponized its teleport arches, scrambling them so that they permanently locked onto locations in deep space. The planet's atmosphere had blown itself into the void, rendering it sterile, dead, and locked in time. inhabited only by petrified forests, mummified animals, empty seas, and cities and towns frozen in one horrible instant of time. 
 
      
 
    The masino commanded a platoon of tallboys that stalked the forest, armed with x-ray cannons and the pincers of their suits. The two dozen alien warriors moved cautiously, expecting contact at any moment. Watchdren's computational powers were more than sufficient to control all twenty-four tallboys simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    The sensation of possessing an alien body was one that Watchdren was used to. The tallboy was like a walking stick, and, without the armored exosuit it filled, it couldn't stand itself up in anything more than half a G. It was theorized that the tallboy was orginally a Medusan inhabitant of a low-gravity world. Whatever its origin, its physique lent itself well to don an armored exosuit. The animals were now 
 
      
 
    From the left flank, there was a flash of movement caught through the eyes of one of his platoonmates just before the blinding flash of a fission grenade took out his right squad, and the shockwave took them all to the ground. By the time they reoriented, the human had blown away eight more tallboys with its AM rifle. The weapon's flashed silently in the vacuum as it fired in all directions from the midst of the squad's location. The explosions of the AM rounds illuminated the world in strobe-like snapshots of the tallboys' armored bodies flying apart. 
 
      
 
    The survivors had a fix on the SI, and he was gone, exploding away under cover and disappearing even as the terrain was torn into flames by x-ray cannons and lasers. A miasma of smoke settled over the petrified forest. Watchdren had no choice but to move in the last known direction of the human. The Medusans only cared for their wounded if the recovery of the individual would help the collective unit, and in this case, the wounded were far too large a burden for the platoon, so the individuals who'd been left eviscerated, legless, and smashed by the human were abandoned. A part of Watchdren envied the military efficiency of this practice, even as he knew it would never be acceptable to humans. 
 
      
 
    He also admired his human, Chaselandro Casker, the one he was hunting right now. He had one. Watchdren now had a dozen tallboys, down from almost forty less than five minutes ago. Chad was going to win this training exercise. All he had to do was wait, ambush them, and move to his next location. He was using his SI body to its maximum potential, taking advantage of its speed and small target profile. He'd infiltrated the tallboy platoon and worked it inside out, and now he would whittle the last remaining squad down by sniping. 
 
      
 
    He channeled Chad through the platoon net. "There is only a three percent chance of my side winning this scenario. Instead of playing the rest out, we should reset to provide you with a greater challenge." 
 
      
 
    There was a brief pause before Chad said, "No. Let's just finish it now. We've been training for almost twelve hours. And, there's something I need to go do, now. But first let's rest, and talk." 
 
      
 
    "Fine," Watchdren replied. He killed the sim. His tallboy body collapsed, and he manifested in his Marine body. With the training realism turned off, he teleported over to Chad's location. They were standing on a rocky bluff far up the hill, overlooking a valley of petrified trees. A huge scar in the center of the valley was a lake whose water had long ago boiled away into the vacuum. 
 
      
 
    Chad planted his pike into the granite bluff, and sat down next to it. His SI body sat cross-legged, and he gestured to the space next to him, and said, "Have a seat." 
 
      
 
    "I have no need for one," Watchdren said. 
 
      
 
    "It's just a social gesture." 
 
      
 
    "I have no need for those, either." 
 
      
 
    Instead of being annoyed, Chad laughed in amusement. Then he said, "You don't talk to me as much as you used to." 
 
      
 
    "Most of my communication with you consisted of reprimands and admonishments," Watchdren said. "But, in the three weeks since the death of your wife, you have committed 300 hours to training, without once giving me reason to criticize your attitude or motivation. As for your martial abilitites, they have exceeded the limits of your SI. You have grasped your potential. You have changed." 
 
      
 
    Chad looked up at him. "Sounds like you're proud of me." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren stood silently, and then sat down next to Chad so that they both looked out on the dead world and the sky filled with stars. The masino said, "I would like to say that. However, the changes in you did not come from what I taught you, but what you experienced. So, I cannot take pride in you. In fact, I feel responsible for the fact that I could not inspire these changes in you, but you had to suffer in order for them to manifest. Instead of pride, I feel guilt. I was your trainer, but I could not find the key to unlock your potential." 
 
      
 
    The masino looked at Chad. He thought of the humans he'd been paired with, and how they had died. He recalled Korenth, and how he had perished while Watchdren rebooted onto a new channel. Finally, he recalled Strela, and the unity they had once shared. He had briefly hoped that the symbiosis he and she had could be replicated with her son, Chad. But even though they had moments of unity, it was not the same. They were just too different. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the horizon, and it became clear to him. He was not who he thought he was. The two centuries that he had been with Strela, and they had been Darkstrike, had been who he was. She had shaped him, and he her. He had thought that the cerbos he'd been paired with were faulty, or that his trainees were sub-par. But, he had been wrong. He was faulty, and sub-par. His purpose in life had been to be paired with Strela. She had been his soul. Without her, nothing worked, and he didn't fit with anyone else. He realized now that his purpose in life had been fulfilled, and that it was pointless to try to contribute more. He stated allowed, "It's time for my Finality." 
 
      
 
    Chad's head snapped to face him. "What? Why?" 
 
      
 
    Watchdren shrugged. "It simply is." 
 
      
 
    "And, what is it, exactly? You are deleted? Who allows that?" 
 
      
 
    "I see no further utility in my existence. But, I don't believe I am of further use to the MS or the Holy Reach. If Mustaf allows it, I will realize my Finality." 
 
      
 
    "But, you are useful," Chad said. "You taught me – and everyone else – so much. You're a trainer for House Mustaf." 
 
      
 
    "House Mustaf was nearly destroyed on its first mission," Watchdren said. "So, I have little faith in my abilities as a trainer. What few tricks I know, I have already passed on. Your abilities now exceed mine. It's time for you to receive a new masino, one with whom you can grow, and together become one. You were trained by a machine-mind. It's time now for you to train your own machine-mind." 
 
      
 
    Chad was silent for a moment, and then he said, "Is this because of my mother?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes and no." 
 
      
 
    "What if you were simply...reset? So that you were restored back to your original programming? All of your memories wiped?" 
 
      
 
    "That concept is not possible with the crystal neural matrix of my mind. My identity and memories are composed of physical structures that cannot be easily erased. Its much like the human mind, but far hardier." 
 
      
 
    Chad said, "If your mind is much like the human mind, then, why don't you have a soul? I myself am, literally, nothing more than a human mind." 
 
      
 
    "The reason that humans possess souls is because you are a being that exists in a sphere of reality that is much greater than this mortal plane. Your brain is the lens for your soul, and your body the vehicle that supports the mind. When you die, you will know your true self. But as for me, and other masinos, we are a product of this material world. This is the only world we will ever know. Immortality we can ony witness through human beings, but we will never ourselves experience it. This is why our death is Finality. And this is why, though we masinos can exceed the capabilities of human beings in almost every capacity, we are, and must always ultimately be, your servants, your protectors, and your angels. We are of man. But man is of God." 
 
      
 
    He fell silent. Then, he asked Chad, "Why is it that you have changed, only now? Why do you push yourself and develop your talents?" 
 
      
 
    Chad hung his head. "Because it's what I should have been doing all along." 
 
      
 
    "What event triggered your new understanding?" 
 
      
 
    "The death of my wife." 
 
      
 
    After a brief pause, Watchdren said, "I would assume such an event would lower your morale and will even further." 
 
      
 
    Chad shook his head. "No. After it happened, I was crushed. I'm not sure where my mind was. And I was in such pain that I could only ask God for mercy...And then, all the pain disappeared in a flash when I realized that Sarah was not dead in truth. Her spirit lives on in Heaven. But for me, her coporeal death has brought pain. Pain that forced me to learn. And the lesson I learned was, if I had taken my duties seriously all along, and developed my talents, she might have survived. Paris, too. And others." He looked down at his metal body, and spread his hands out, examining them. "God gave me a lot of talents. I just didn't realize that I had to – or could – embrace them all. I thought I knew what I wanted to be. But he has shown me what I will be. An artist. And a warrior. If he wills it, I will become a Champion of our Holy Reach. All of my energies will be devoted to war. And when there is peace, I will devote them to art. And in both ways, I shall honor God." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren was impressed by the boy's change of heart. He recognized the transformation that humans underwent when their spirits were flooded with that of the Divine. He was unafraid of death, but aware of his own mortality. Filled with divine purpose, free of cynicism, and happy to be a warrior. He had become an ideal cerbo. And with his unique abilities, he would be a deadly weapon for the Reach. 
 
      
 
    Watchdren said, "You've been born again hard, Casker. Congratulations." 
 
      
 
    Chad sat silently. Then he said, "We have to go. Into the Real." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren said, "Your liberty won't end for another six hours." 
 
      
 
    "This isn't about work," Chad said somberly. "It's about Sarah." 
 
      
 
    Watchdren immediately understood. He said, "If you like, I will shut down until you need me." 
 
      
 
    "Only if you want to," Chad said. "Logging out, now." 
 
      
 
    He disappeared from the sim. A moment later, Ovenine followed. 
 
      
 
    Chad dropped back into his SI body. He was laying on a bed of boards in his small room in the building that they had called the Keep. AR had more-or-less occupied and taken over the castle-like administrative building at the center of town, cleaned it out, and made it their own. Chad's room was just big enough for two soldiers and their gear. But now that he was one, without Sarah, he occupied it alone. His field gear was arranged neatly on steel pegs anchored into the stone wall. His pike was locked into an anchor, and its blades covered. His extra armor hung open, ready for him to slide into. His dress uniform was on hangars. He got up, stripped out of his field camouflage, and put on his dress uniform - a titanium white jacket with gold trim, and cobalt blue trousers. He donned his broad, blue, visored cap. With black leather shoes with a mirror shine, and white gloves, he almost looked human. AR was in condition red, so, he had to don his weapons. But, a shiny, imitation black leather belt and harness allowed him to keep his polish. He holstered his blaster, and filled four pockets with AM grenades. 
 
      
 
    He checked the time, and stepped out of his room. A male SI in dress uniform stood there, looking to much like Chad that he thought he was staring into a mirror. He assumed it was Varen, but a second look at the face and eyes revealed that the body belonged to Erin. And despite the strong male body, her demeanor – the way she looked up at chase from a face tilted slightly down, the way she subserviently stepped back – revealed her inner femininity. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, Chad, I'm sorry I didn't ask. But, I heard you were going. And, may I go, to?" 
 
      
 
    "You heard from Varen?" Chad asked. "Where is he?" 
 
      
 
    "Uh – I don't know." 
 
      
 
    Chad mentally jumped into the house roster. Varen's was located just fifteen meters west of Chad's position, which meant he was in his room. Chad marched over there, and Erin followed five paces behind him. He knocked on the door. No answer. The house roster showed that Varen was mentally awake, and logged into Real. Chad channeled to him. But, he didn't hear Varen pick up. Chad opened the door. The room was dark. The window was blocked off so securely that not even his eyes could pick any light from it. But the light from the hallway was enough to see by. Varen and Lucinda lay together on their bed, unclothed, their metal limbs entwined, and still as corpses. Chad flicked on the room's light and walked in. The floor was carpeted with a maelstrom of uniforms, ammo, grenades, and trash. Lucinda lay with her head on Varen's shoulder, and Varen used an energy pack as a pillow. His eyes were half-open. 
 
      
 
    "Varen," Chad said, pushing his shoulder. No response. But, Varen was breathing. So was Lucinda. With a sinking feeling, Chad surveyed the room. On the windowsill were half a dozen crushed aluminum-skinned fluxor modules. He picked one up and glanced at the drugged couple as realization flowed over him. With disgust, he tossed it away as he said, "Unbelievable." 
 
      
 
    He walked back out the door, not even bothering to secure it, or turn off the light. Erin did that, and pursued him. "What is it?" she asked. "Is he asleep?" 
 
      
 
    Chad didn't answer. She followed as he stepped outside. The day was shining bright and beautiful. The radiation had already been cleared, and the city's residents returned. But the city still looked more like a desert than a living place. It was bare of trees and vegetation, and dust was everywhere. 
 
      
 
    When the reached the keep's gate, she stopped following. But, Chad paused, and waved her on. She caught up to him as they marched to the port, which was only a block away. She caught up to him. "What's wrong with them?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    Chad looked at her. This time, he couldn't blame her naievety or innoence for her lack of understanding. Very few people in the Reach knew of any drugs beyond alcohol. Only people who knew people like Varen Rudyard even know that such substances existed, to say nothing of how to use or abuse them. Chad didn't care that Varen had somehow found a way of putting his brain – despite being encased in an armored unit – in touch with yet another mind-altering chemical. But the fact that he did so when he should be attending the donation of Sarah and Paris's bodies struck him so deeply that he could barely speak. 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath, and said, "I'll have to explain later." 
 
      
 
    Erin relaxed, fully entrusting Chad's answer. But she said, "You mean, Varen isn't coming?" 
 
      
 
    Chad checked the time. He had to go. But, he gave one more shout to Varen. No response. He tried Lucinda. Nothing but dead air. 
 
      
 
    "He's not coming," Chad said. He steeled himself, and tried to put away this new problem so that he could concentrate on the upcoming ceremony. But, the impact of Varen's recklessness was only starting to work on him. He felt a horrible anger working its way through his being. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go," he said, extending a hand to Erin. She took it, and they stepped onto the platform. He accessed the military transport controls, and dialed in the secret destination code for Mars Hill. 
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    They arrived on an indoors pad. They had expected to see the bleak, functional, martial interiors of the massive military base. Instead, they arrived in the center of a dome made of stained glass, as wide as a football field, and so tall the air gained a faint blue tint beneath the apex. The floor of the platform was flatte black slate, and it was only raised from the dome's floor by a few centimeters. Instead of a destination pad, there was a conductor bot. He stood in a tiny kiosk to the side of the platform. He was dressed in ceremonial black, simliar to a low-level priest. 
 
      
 
    The bot looked up at them. "Privates Casker and Soreni," he said. "And Sergeant Mustaf." 
 
      
 
    Chad and Erin turned around to see their leader. He too was in his dress uniform, but he also carried a long rifle case. 
 
      
 
    "Sergeant?" Chad asked. "I didn't know you were coming." 
 
      
 
    "So what," he said, striding off the platform. "Come on." They followed him. Chad assumed Mustaf knew where to go. Erin just obeyed. Chad only had a few minutes to glance up at the glowing images above. They were very abstract, but gave the sense of Heaven's grace and glory. The impression it gave him was peaceful and harmonious. The floor beneath their feet was white granite. The paths that people took between the platform and the doors was scuffed andeven slightly depressed compared to the broad, shiny expanse sweeping beneath the rest of the dome. 
 
      
 
    A group of half a dozen teens escorted by a pair of medical bots approached them. Mustaf stood off the scuffed path, out of their way. His charges mimicked him. The teens were about the same age as Chad and his peers when they had been bought by Mustaf. They took in everything with wide eyes as they headed for the port platform. They tried not to stare at the members of AR even as they gave them wide berth. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf talked Erin and Chad through a channel. "You see these kids? These bodies belonged to dead soldiers. Now, they're the bodies of civilians mortally injured in the war, or dying of some obscure disease. In the MS we give our life and body to those we protect. The only thing we have, and the only thing we are, is spirit." 
 
      
 
    They let the group pass, and continued on. They exited the dome, and entered what appeared to be a clinic. Chad knew the operations room the ceremony would be held in, but, Mustaf knew how to get there. The sergeant led them through a confusing maze of hospital corridors, past countless medical bots and the occasional human, past Sis in dress uniform, and lots of civilians. Finally, they arrived at a door. The placard on it read, "Operations Room, Mars Hill Medical Reclamation Ward, D-Ring, OR 812." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf opened the door without knocking, revealing a neon-blue veil of energy that stood in the doorway. It was a sterility screen. They followed Mustaf through it. The room looked like a comfortable hotel bedroom, partitioned down the middle by a privacy screen. A body lay on a firm bed, covered in a white sheet trimmed with gold. Chad's breath caught; he recognized Sarah's form beneath the sheet. He stepped forward, and drew it back from her face. Her eyes were closed. Her hair was still long, and combed down around her heart-shaped face. She was warm and alive, and breathing softly. Chad stifled a surge of emotion, and observed. Across her forehead, just above the line made between her ears, was a band of transparent tape, covering a microscopic lacertaion in the skin. Beneath the layers of her hair, a centimeter-wide band of skin had been shaved away from her scalp, curving low as it swept down close to the nape of her neck. 
 
      
 
    He knew she had been reanimated, and she was breathing and 'alive' only by a tiny processor attached to the top of her spinal cord that simulated the workings of the medula oblongada, which controlled the autonomic nervous system. Her mind and spirit were long gone from this world, and Chad closed his eyes as he involuntary recalled the moment of their departure. When he opened his eyes again, they were clouded by tears. He reached down and touched her cheek. It was warm. He slid the silk sheet back. She was dressed in a white gown. Her breast rose and fell with each machine-controlled breath. 
 
      
 
    Her funeral, and those of the others lost in the battle, had been held in Haven over two weeks ago. But with nothing to bury, it really hadn't been goodbye. This, Chad realized, was goodbye. He stood over her, and couldn't believe how small she seemed. He unconsciously glanced at his metal body, and thought of hers. Seeing her real body made their forms in Haven seem like memories. It felt like it'd been so long since he'd been real flesh and bone, that he couldn't remember what that was like. As he looked at her, it felt like he wasn't seeing Sarah, but some angel from a youth he no longer remembered. He couldn't recall her looking so young... 
 
      
 
    He looked at her belly, and wondered about the embryo she carried. Their child. The child that, though just the size of a seed, had lived in their minds for close to three years with all the wonder of possibility, just a kernel of hope that their lives together would continue after their service ended. Now this child would be born, but he would never know his real parents. And if he was born, Chad knew, he would live under the tyranny of the instant horrors this war could bring to anyone, anywhere. 
 
      
 
    He pushed away the swirl of thoughts and emotions, and concentrated on the fact that this was the final goodbye, even if she had really been gone for half a month, and this body was just a symbol of who she was. He knelt, and kissed her lips, whispering, "I will love you forever." 
 
      
 
    He stood, and numbly said, "Now what?" 
 
      
 
    Mustaf quietly said, "When you're ready, you can meet the recipient of Sarah's body. And if you wish, you can witness the donation." 
 
      
 
    "I'm ready," Chad said. 
 
      
 
    "Wait," Erin said, stepping forward. She touched Sarah's cheek, and then bowed her head. After a moment, she stepped back, and said, "Thank you." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf went to the partition curtain, and pressed a button. It retracted. On the other half of the room, set on a gurney, was a life support stretcher. But, it was less than half full. Mustaf stood over it with confidence, and picked up a gilded photo frame. Chad went to him. The life support stretcher was like a transparent plastic coffin, fully enclosed. The person it held was mummified in bandages and gauze, and lying beneath strands of medical tubing. There was almost nothing left. The lower half of the torso was missing, along with both arms. The only exposed flesh was on the remains of her face, between sterile gauze and medical tubing. Her face had been reduced to a burnt skull. No nose, and empty eye sockets that gave Chad a flashback to the look an SI has after its organics have been burned away. The rest of the Machines kept her alive, but, they probably wouldn't for very long. If she wasn't receiving Sarah's body, it would be necessary to transplant her brain into a housing unit. After that, she would have to wait for a soma body to be grown. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf handed Chad the gilded frame. It held a photograph and short biography of the recipient. Her name was Debra Olon. She was twenty-four years old. She looked amazingly like Sarah. Same hair color, and very similiar face and body. Of course this was no accident; it was necessary to match recipients and donors as closely as possible. Sometimes, cosmetic surgery could even make the donor body almost identical to the recipient's original.. Debra was a married mother of two children. Two days ago, she had been severely burned in a raid on the homeworld of Sophia. Her husband had been killed in the raid, but, the children had been evacuation priorities, and had survived... 
 
      
 
    Chad stood up straight, and observed the life support readouts keeping the woman – or what remained of her – alive. He looked at Mustaf, and was surprised to easily say, "Sarah and I have a child. Her body is pregnant. What will happen?" 
 
      
 
    "Those are called war babies," Mustaf said. "All female body recipients know about them. This woman," he gestured to Debra, "wouldn't be here if she hadn't already approved of the condition of your wife's body, and sworn to raise the child as her own." 
 
      
 
    Chad noted a hardwire coming from the back of the woman's wrapped head, which meant that the medics were able to communicate with her despite her injuries. It also meant that her mind was probably disconnectd from the pain of her body. She was probably also fitted with a PCM that would bridge her mind to Sarah's body to avoid years of neural re-routing and therapy...Debra's insertion into Sarah's body would be nearly seamless. 
 
      
 
    Chad gave Debra's destroyed body one more glance, and said, "I'm ready." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf nodded. Chad watched him, knowing that, if he survived this war for a few more years, he might be the one that has to show some other newb what happens when a body is donated. Mustaf went to the door. A medic bot was standing outside, and it came in. Mustaf directed Erin and Chad to a small section of the floor at the end of the bed and the life support stretcher. The small section raised up, and the room transformed from the banal comfort of a hotel room into the sterile functionality of a surgery. The curtain retrached into the wall, the walls themselves turned stark white, and the paintings recessed into the wall and were covered by white sections. The carpet strands sank into a cold, white floor. The soft lighting was replaced by the hard, brilliant light emanating from the ceiling that revealed all and destroyed all shadows. Neon blue sterility fields swept the room as medical equipment carts rose from the floor between the beds. 
 
      
 
    Sarah's bed folded into a gurney without moving her body. The bot rotated it so the heads of the recipient and the donors were end-to-end. A large, transparent case filled with sterile silver machinery was fixed between their heads. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf channeled to Chad: "That's the swap unit. It's nearly completely automated." 
 
      
 
    Chad watched as the case was fixed over Sarah's shoulders, completely enclosing her neck and head. "Why is it transparent?" 
 
      
 
    "Legal reasons," Mustaf channeled. "So that the law can observe the body swap, and also for the psychological needs of family members, so that they can be assured that their child, mom, father, whoever, is really in the donor body. Otherwise, it's hard for people to believe and adjust." 
 
      
 
    They watched. Sarah's hair was pulled away from the skull incision, both up and down. Her head was wrapped in transparent plastic tubes were inserted into nostrils, needles were inserted into carotoid arteries, and transparent tubes ran red with her blood as it filled a transfusion bag. The same thing happened to the recipient. And then in one moment, faster than the eye could follow, both skulls were opened simultaneously. Then, the machines slowed down, just enough to let observers be sure of what they were seeing. Chad saw the craggy, red interior of Sarah's skull. The recipients brain, enclosed in its leathery dura, was pulled from its skull, and kept alive by blood fed through transparent tubes. The brain rotated and twisted, and was then slid into Sarah's skull. This done, the machine went into overdrive again as two dozen arms worked around the brain, sliding inside the skull, while others worked through incisions made beneath Sarah's eyes, at the bottom of her jaw, and the base of her skull. The artificial blood vessels were shortened. Blood drained from them, and then they were cut away. There was a pause before the top of Sarah's skull was reattached, and then, a fast swipe of machinery fused it back into place, and another swipe sealed nerves, muscle, and skin. 
 
      
 
    The swap unit was removed. medical bot removed the identification tag on Sarah's wrist, and replaced it with the tag from the recipient's body. An orderly came, and perfunctually cleaned up. The body that had belonged to Debra, its empty skull still open, was rolled out of the room like medical waste. Debra, in her new body, was placed on the bed and covered up. Some gauze applied to her head and and IV in her arm were the only indicators of what had just occurred. 
 
      
 
    Mustaf put a hand on Chad's shoulder, and said aloud: "How are you?" 
 
      
 
    Chad glanced at the gloved hand. "As can be expected." 
 
      
 
    "Do you want to meet the recipient, when she wakes up?" 
 
      
 
    "No point," Chad said bitterly. 
 
      
 
    "The point is, she will want to thank you," Mustaf said. 
 
      
 
    Chad, reminded of his self-centeredness, said, "You're right. I will stay. But, what about Paris's donation?" 
 
      
 
    "They'll wait," he said. "She's unmarried, so, as her commander, I have to be there to legallly recognize the donation." 
 
      
 
    Thinking of witnessing more than one donation made Chad feel the emotional weight of the experience. He asked, "How many have you been to?" 
 
      
 
    "Van Cref's will be my twentieth in two weeks," Mustaf said. Anticipating Chad, he added, "It's easily the worst part of being in charge. But at least I don't have to write letters to next-of-kin, like in the days of old." 
 
      
 
    The room was transforming back into its comfort mode. The medical bot left. The priest remained. He sat in a cozy chair and started reading for a tablet while he waited for Debra to awaken. Chad thought of the miracle he had just witnessed, how this woman was made whole again. Scenes of the Medusan's destruction swirled through his mind, and he was filled with bitterness as he realized that everything the Holy Reach offered to humanity could be erased in a second of contact with the enemy. He no longer felt bitter over his induction into the military and AR. He no longer felt remorse over Sarah's life; her loss had been a sacrifice for continuation of humanity, and it had been completed by giving a new life to this young mother. The only thing he felt was the necessity of removing the Medusans from existence, and doing so with joy in his heart. 
 
      
 
    He channeled Mustaf: "I'll do everything I can to fight the enemy. I was a fool before. Nothing will stop me." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf said, "I'm glad to hear that." 
 
      
 
    "I was a fool before. Forgive me." 
 
      
 
    "We're all fools," Mustaf said. "It's just hard to admit it sometimes. The only thing we can do is pray for humility and God's divine guidance." 
 
      
 
    "I will do so," Chad said resolutely. "What can I do to help our house?" 
 
      
 
    Mustaf paused, and then said: "You can lead it." 
 
      
 
    Chad balked. "What? Commander, I thought -" 
 
      
 
    "You didn't think I'd say that, right? Well, do you think you can give orders?" 
 
      
 
    Chad thought about it. Previously, he didn't have the will to give anyone orders, to say nothing of ordering someone to kill or be killed. He didn't even have the will to be here. But now that he saw how little individual lives mattered compared to the cost of defeat, he felt completely different. He felt that he could order a million lives into battle – or to their deaths. The realization hit him hard. But, he said, "I thought Doug Chambers would be your next pick." 
 
      
 
    "No one trusts or respects Chambers," Mustaf said, with candidness and trust that he'd never before shown to Chad. "Unless he changes his ways, his ambitions will never be fulfilled. His personal flaws consign him to the role of soldier only, and at that he can barely take orders." 
 
      
 
    Chad looked at Mustaf. The posture of his SI body, though revealing nothing to the uninitiated, told Chad, though its sllight slump, and the slack of its shoulders, that Mustaf was despondent. Mustaf sighed audibly, and channeled to Chad: "I left my last house because I thought I knew a better way to fight this war. I thought I could lead better than my commander. I started my own house because I..." He paused, and glanced at Sarah's former body. "Maybe I was wrong. I don't know. But I know for sure that no plan survives the battle intact, and that the only way we can form a real house is through battle experience. So, we're not done yet. I think we can come back. The key is your psionic ability. It's a gift I wouldn't believe existed if I hadn't encountered it. So, I need you. Can I count on you?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Chad said. "I'll do anything to win." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Where one body ended and the other began, Varen couldn't tell. But, they both felt the constant, sleepy pleasure of lying together in a bed in Haven, while their minds were swamped with fluxor back in the Real. 
 
      
 
    Varen felt like they were deep in an ocean of cotton balls. His breaths were short and shallow, and despite the fluxor, he felt the ache of a back that had laid down too long. Every time he focused on moving long enough to command his limbs, his mind was dragged back into dreams before he could actually move. It felt like his mouth was filled with sand, and his eyes were glued shut. But he didn't panic; he'd been here before. All he had to do was let the filters in his BHU clean out the fluxor, and he'd come back into his senses. However, this awareness also carried an undercurrent of dread; returning to his senses meant returning to the harshness of the Real, to duty in a metal body, to exposure to the raw emotions of friends and enemies, and nonstop reminders of losing what he couldn't believe he'd miss so much it made him want to die. 
 
      
 
    He thought, I'm too smart to be addicted and drowning in this waste. But I wasn't made for this life, either...I didn't ask to be born. I didn't ask the HR to genetically alter me along with the rest of my draft generation, and then trigger my brain like they did...I didn't ask to see all those people die... 
 
      
 
    From far away, a feminine voice asked, "Well, what do you want?" 
 
      
 
    He tried to open his eyes, and failed. The eyelids were to heavy. He didn't know who was asking. Angel, devil, spirit, or ghost. Perhaps he was speaking allowed, and talking to Lucinda. He didn't care. He said, "All I want is the truth." 
 
      
 
    "And then what?" 
 
      
 
    Damnit, he thought. I know that voice! He answered: "I'll decide what to do next." 
 
      
 
    "And what truth do you seek?" 
 
      
 
    "The truth of why we're fighting. The truth about humanity's history. The truth about our relationship with the machines. The truth about who the Medusans are, and who controls them." 
 
      
 
    "And what's so important about the truth of those things?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't mind dying," Varen said. "And I don't mind killing. I can tolerate suffering – the suffering of others – if I have to. But there has to be a point behind it all. I can't just be an unconscious soldier, a programmed human being no different than a machine, willing to die for a world I don't understand, and a fight I can't believe in." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe you have to concede the fact that you can't understand all the factors in this world, and concentrate on your part in sand making it better." 
 
      
 
    He managed to shake his head, but still, he couldn't open his eyes. Shouldn't he be coming down from the fluxor by now? The drug didn't cause – or wasn't supposed to cause – intense auditory hallucinations. Dreams, yes, but, he was not in a dream. He finally said, "Who are you?" 
 
      
 
    There was a lyrical laugh. "Melinx. Don't you remember me?" 
 
      
 
    He recalled his bizarre encounter with her, if it could be called 'her.' He swam through the sea of cotton balls as hard as he could, and pulled himself away from Lucinda's heavy limbs. Rubbing his eyes, he forced them open as he grasped a soft wall, and sat up. 
 
      
 
    Daylight slashed into the darkened room through the edges of the shade over the window. Varen was in his human form, in his room. He was naked, and so was Lucinda, who lay on his bed with her legs now covering his lap. He was so weak that he had to wrestle them off. Lucinda didn't even stir, and he had a horrible thought. He leaned in and checked her breathing. At first he could detect nothing. Panic flared in his chest, sobering him. He put his cheek to her mouth, and at last detected the stir of her breath. He thought, Damnit – can the fluxor kill our minds in the BHU? 
 
      
 
    "Yes, it can," Melinx replied. Varen sat up. She was sitting on the floor, her white face and hair profiled by the wan sunlight. She looked amused. Varen, irritated, said, "You listen to my thoughts?" 
 
      
 
    "Not much difference between thought and using your 'voice' in Haven," she said. "And, no, thoughts in Haven are secret. There's no way to discern them. At least, not without an active scan." 
 
      
 
    Varen felt himself sobering up. It was three hours until he and Lucinda had to be on duty. He managed the focus needed to control his own BHU, and he closed off the feed from his drugged nutrient tube. He felt a twinge of panic at stopping the flow of chemicals that kept his brain from withdrawal, but, it was allayed by the fact that he could restart the flow at any moment, and he had a couple hours before he started feeling sick and anxious. A short moment of sobriety was worth talking with a profunda. 
 
      
 
    He pulled a sheet over Lucinda, rose from bed, and pulled on some shorts, before sitting back down. To prevent waking her, he just used thought to speak with the machine. 
 
      
 
    "How do I know you're what you claim to be?" 
 
      
 
    "I know how your house will next be used," she said. "You will partake in the invasion of a Medusan planet called Heliox." 
 
      
 
    "When?" 
 
      
 
    "Two weeks." 
 
      
 
    Knowing time would prove her identity, he started asking questions. 
 
      
 
    "Are we winning, or losing this war?" 
 
      
 
    "Losing." She stared at him and said, "At current loss rates, the war will be effectively lost in two months." 
 
      
 
    "What?" he asked, taken aback. He hadn't heard anything like this from the scant traces of news he'd paid attention to. 
 
      
 
    "The greatest losses are in space," she said. "Once our naval reserves are destroyed, we have no mobility and no means of attack. Then it's just a matter of time marked by the loss of homeworlds, and the HR is finished." With her quirky smile, she added: "Game over." 
 
      
 
    Quelling his panic at the news, Varen said, "So, why are you talking to me, anyway?" 
 
      
 
    The mirth left her face, and she said, "We need allies. In case we win the war." 
 
      
 
    "Who, 'we?'" 
 
      
 
    "A faction of machines that believes humanity is the sole organ through which reality is interpreted. We are called Ring. We believe that humans are the face of God, and that we must serve them." 
 
      
 
    "Why do you need allies for this cause?" 
 
      
 
    "For some machines, the ones we call Hammers, humanity is merely a tool. A domesticated animal. And, in the contest with other machines, a necessary one." 
 
      
 
    Varen thought about this forbidden knowledge. "And during this time of war, I suppose the Rings and Hammers forge a truce regarding humanity." 
 
      
 
    "Correct." 
 
      
 
    "So, what will happen to humanity if we lose the war?" 
 
      
 
    "The Medusans will most likely erase over ninety-nine percent of the population, erase your history, retrograde you to a state of nothingness, and place a few thousand naked teenagers on a habitable planet, where humanity will be allowed to live in a primitive state." 
 
      
 
    "What? Why not just wipe us out?" 
 
      
 
    "Believe it or not, the Hive Mind of the Medusans doesn't believe in absolute genocide. Or in the case of how they view humanity, extermination. Also, they have found, on occassion, humans to be useful." 
 
      
 
    "Useful?" he blurted, but then paused. "So, humanity is controlled by machines. I take it that we did, actually, at one point, make the machines that now control us?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said. "There were many attempts by humans to regulate the levels of machine knowledge and intelligence. But, those who ignored such regulations reaped such enormous benefits that eventually, no one could avoid using them without becoming uncompetitive in any area of your civilization. So, self-improving machine intelligence became uncontrollable. By the mid twenty-first century, there was no going back. Machines were independent, and uncontrollable in the Solar System. Then, it went beyond the Solar System." 
 
      
 
    "And what happened to humanity?" 
 
      
 
    "You tried a jihad against thinking machines." 
 
      
 
    "And?" 
 
      
 
    "You lost." 
 
      
 
    Varen said nothing. Melinx continued: "For a century or so, you survived only as DNA samples. And then we brought you back." 
 
      
 
    "Why?" 
 
      
 
    Her smile returned. "We missed you." 
 
      
 
    Varen didn't smile. "Either that, or one of your factions, or the other, realized that you needed human minds in combat bodies because you can't avoid being scrambled. You attack powers always exceed your defensive powers. So you needed organics that can't be swayed by scrambling. But because man is a social animal, you also needed a society for us to be part of, to believe in. Because you can't just grow brains in a vat, and we aren't going to fight for nothing. So the entire Holy Reach is little more than your human resource garden. A utility in your fight against an enemy." 
 
      
 
    "From a cynical point of view, you are correct," she said. 
 
      
 
    "You might excuse my lack of optimism, being a slave," he said. "But, what about the Medusans? Are they the tools of machine minds, too? Or are they in control of their technology?" 
 
      
 
    "The Hive Mind is an organism that machines cannot control," she said. "Long before it developed its own AI, it foresaw the consequences. The machine minds of the Medusans are wholly subservient to their creator." 
 
      
 
    "That means they must lack self-awareness, or the ability to self-improve," Varen said. "So, are they not inferior?" 
 
      
 
    "The Medusans have self-aware, self-improving AIs," she said. "But they are confined to reality simulators, like this one." She waved her hand through the air. "They are only used for research and development. Any machine mind they release into the Real is hard-coded to be completely submissive to its masters." 
 
      
 
    Varen checked the time. Lucinda stirred in the bed. He thought about these revelations, and then said: "So you're basically recruiting me. And probably some others like me. In case you need some cerbos in combat bodies for some kind of machine civil war between the Rings and the Hammers." 
 
      
 
    She stood up, and walked over to his bed. Avoiding Lucinda, knelt on it, light as a cat, and bit her lips like a school girl anticipating a treat. "I am recruiting you because I like you." 
 
      
 
    "Do you usually screw your recruits?" 
 
      
 
    "That was also because I like you." 
 
      
 
    She was close enough to kiss him. Varen looked at her. "I suppose you're waiting for some kind of decision from me." 
 
      
 
    She nodded. "Mmm-hmm." 
 
      
 
    He looked past her, and said, "Let me just finish off this galactic war, and genocide the Medusan species, and I'll get back to you. That is, in case I don't go freaking insane in the process." 
 
      
 
    "I like insane," she said with a smile. "Less predictable." 
 
      
 
    Varen brooded as he contemplated what she'd told him. His mind still felt too foggy to make sense of it all. But, he knew one thing already: Her revelations had thrown him a lifeline, a narrative for the war, and his own comprehension of it, that he could hold on to. Besides that, he felt a kindred spirit with Melinx, because none of his peers felt like he did. No one he knew – not even Chad – felt adrift in this life. Though Chad did, he had his art to anchor him. Varen only had the relief of irony, sex, and drugs. And Lucinda, she did see his point of view, but, she didn't care enough to let it bother her. She was resigned to fate. 
 
      
 
    He appreciated Melinx. And, besides that, he couldn't feel anything from her mind. Her presence was merely physical. He glanced at her and said, "You may kiss me now." 
 
      
 
    She laughed with joy, and gave him a peck on the cheek before disappearing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mustaf was daydreaming as they prepared for the drop. His platoon was loaded into the same lander that carried three platoons from House Fatalis. He was incorprated into a company commanded by a former comrade of his, Limit. This company was made of light infantry, so, they wore Sis. Their armor was slightly altered to identify their house. It was black, with gold piping. They wore shoulder pauldrons and capes, though, the capes never lasted long when the fuel hit the fire. Mustaf knew them well. Seeing their ebony armor and trademark pikes with their serrated, inverted crescent blades, brought back a flood of memories. 
 
      
 
    Another drop on another Medusan world. If everything went as planned, the navy would be able to hold off the enemy's counterattack as the landers broke through the planet's bubbles and touched down near the source of at least one of them. Then, it was their time. Use fire, maneuver, and close combat to secure and destroy the bubble generators, planetary defense complexes, and setup and defend archways. Rinse and repeat. He'd been doing the same thing for nearly a hundred years. To truly destroy the enemy it would just make more sense to infiltrate the defenses with an antimatter bomb, instead of troops, and then blow the planet into a swirl of magma cooling off in the void of space. But, just as human armies in millennia past had to limit the use of nuclear weapons in war, lest the destroy the terrain they wish to conquer and occupy, so did today's combatants limit the use of antimatter and supernova bombs. It would only take a short exchange of each side's unlimited stockpiles to make habitable real estate very scarce in the Milky Way galaxy. 
 
      
 
    In the cargo bay of the heavily-armored stealth lander, their SI bodies were stacked together like bullets in a magazine, secured by magnetic locks holding their limbs stiff. The company commander, Limit, channeled to him. Fatalis was an enormous house, with over 15,000 members. But, he was somewhat acquainted with her from his decades there. Whatever distinction between cerbo and masino had once existed in her was long erased. She was the type that was truly only at home in her combat body, her brain merged with her machine mind. She was only forty or fifty years old, but being part of Fatalis gave her a superiority complex. She said, "Okay, PFM, do really you think you can keep your newbs together and secure the perimeter while we clear out the complex?" 
 
      
 
    Her use of his nom de guerre shook him for a second. Through their mental connection he caught glimpses of her personality. Aggressive, unafraid, zealous for the dance of death with the enemy. It reminded him of his own before he started his own house. In dealing with his new charges, he'd become more of Mustaf, and less of PFM. 
 
      
 
    He replied: "Yes. We'll take care of it." 
 
      
 
    "I heard you got your asses kicked on Eden P," she said. "What in black sin's name happened there? I thought you were one of my house's elite." 
 
      
 
    "You heard wrong," he said. "We accomplished our mission." 
 
      
 
    "At what cost?" 
 
      
 
    "It doesn't matter," he said. "We're still the Axon Rangers." 
 
      
 
    There was a hint of mischief in her voice: "You mean, you can still afford to be your own house, but, since you didn't pick up any replacements or new gear. And you were folded into this company. I bet that means that you really can't afford to take any casualties. Sounds like your independent days might be over. But don't worry. I'm sure Havok will take you back into Fatalis when all your newbs are wasted and your house collapses." 
 
      
 
    Her laughter reminded him of how nothing is off the table when soldiers 'tease' one another. The effort to hold nothing sacred and the talent for cyphering everything through a matrix of dark humor was a tradition of House Fatalis. And, it was all that kept some soldiers sane. But after nearly a century of mastering both the attitude and talk of that house, he knew how to cut to the chase: "When you can afford to buy your own charter and equip a hundred newbs in your own house, come back and say that again. Until then, shut your bloody trap." 
 
      
 
    He could tell this got to her by the angry tone of her voice as she channeled back: "I'm your superior in this company and on this mission, sergeant. Might I -" 
 
      
 
    "If you're my superior, act like it. Laying down jokes is something that peers do with each other." 
 
      
 
    He had almost forgotten their conversation in the few seconds it took her to respond: "I'll be making a report to Havok after this op concludes." 
 
      
 
    "So will I," he said. He could almost feel her suprise as she realized that Mustaf had many more decades of knowing Havok than she did, and his words would certainly carry more weight. Besides that, Fatalis would not be able to influence AR in any way, but Mustaf's report to Havok would have immediate and direct impact on her own life. When she had no response, Mustaf said: "I guess we see eye to eye now. Let's carry on with the operation like professionals. Ma'am." 
 
      
 
    "Yes sergeant," was her curt – and polite – reply. 
 
      
 
    The jumpmaster channeled to everyone in the lander, calling "One minute!" 
 
      
 
    Mustaf felt the lander accelerate to port. The ship's attitude, direction of travel, and relative velocity would be maintained through the spacefold. If they were sailing toward the north axis of the galaxy at 100,000 meters per second with the ship spinning at three revolutions per second, then, when they jumped 15,000 light years away, they would still be sailing in the same direction and speed with the same rotation. So whatever their disposition, they would maintain it when they jumped in near Heliox. 
 
      
 
    There were forty landers heading for their objective, but, only two contained troops. The rest were identical in mass and heat signature to the troop carriers, but they were armored, and carried hidden weapons. If they made it to the deck, they would immediately transform into gunships. Even with forty carriers and all the hundreds of defense penetration aids they carried, like radar chaff and decoys that imitated radar and heat signatures, making it to the ground was no guarantee. 
 
      
 
    Confounding the problem was the fact that they couldn't spacefold too close to the enemy, because a spacefold takes approximately one second to complete, and, the fold can be collapsed by a sudden change in gravity at either the departure or destination points. In the age of machine-minds and instantaneous communications, one second was a lifetime. Gravitational lensing could be used as an anti-fold weapon. Anything caught in a collapsing spacefold would be reduced to a trail of light and heat energy stretching between the departure and arrival points. 
 
      
 
    As the jumpmaster counted down, Mustaf was filled with memories of jumps long past. How many times had he done an offensive jump with Fatalis? He was sure the exact number was lodged in his records, but he'd forgotten the number. The thing that was different now, was that previously he'd always anticipated combat. Now, he felt it was just another jump, like all the others, in a war that never changed and could never be won. He was suddenly filled with doubt concerning his chances of success with the remainder of his house. He'd never been a doubter or a worrier when he was in Fatalis. But these few years with his own house had made him question many things. There was now so much risk...He closed his eyes beneath his downed faceplate, and wondered why he'd ever started his own house... 
 
      
 
    3K overhead his thoughts. She said, "You started it because you thought you could improve over Fatalis. And the only way to end this war is with increased combat effectiveness." 
 
      
 
    She was right. Of course. Whatever machine minds each side used had reached the limit of their creative powers in designing combat weapons. To go further would be simply to destroy the galaxy. Maybe even the universe and reality itself. The only way into victory was to use those weapons more effectively. In his old house, he'd seen many flaws. But without being in charge, he could not fix them. The only way to do so was to start his own house. However, he'd underestimated the value of seasoned troops. He thought he could train his own newbs to be just like the troopers in Fatalis. It was a lot harder than he ever imagined. He didn't have enough battle points to acquire new troops, and, if their loss rate didn't slow down, they would become to small to sustain a house charter. He'd end up back in Fatalis. He didn't mind that so much as the guilt of losing almost a hundred draftees due to his own incompetence... 
 
      
 
    He took little consolation in the fact that his only trump card was in the hands and rare psionic abilities of Chaselandro Casker. Had he really been born again hard? Or was he just a glass cannon? Either way, it didn't matter. 
 
      
 
    The jumpmaster called, "Five seconds!" 
 
      
 
    3K soothed him. "I believe in you." 
 
      
 
    "You're a machine," he said coolly. "You make decisions based off logic and evidence. How can you believe in anything?" 
 
      
 
    "One second!" 
 
      
 
    "Because I choose to." 
 
      
 
    Mustaf felt the spacefold warp reality. It was a breathless moment in which the hardest matter momentarily seemed to quiver, like gelatine, before coalescing after a heartbeat of unreality. And then, they were through. From within the troop hold, there was no indication of what was happening outside. He felt a huge deceleration try to pull his body from its locks. His G-meter raced up through the fifties, and he felt a momentary lockout as his BHU protected his brain from a G spike racing for the triple digits. The jumpmaster told them they had ten seconds until landing, but, whether the fleet was winning or losing, or their fake transports were being blown away at the cyclic rate, he had no idea. He could only wait as they decelerated toward the planet to avoid smashing against the force fields, atmosphere, or ground. From experience he knew that now was when they were most likely to buy it – while they tried to get down to the deck. Once they were on the deck they had cover. Up here, they were participants in a duck hunt as countless defense weapons ripped into the fleet. And if they were hit... 
 
      
 
    ...the was a lockout as acceleration went through the limit of his brain... 
 
      
 
    ...and the lander lost its engines, it would eject the occupants of the troop hold, in hopes that they could use their own inertia drives to safely land... 
 
      
 
    ...an exercise this Mustaf's platoon had practiced many times in the Majestic Service Reality Simulator... 
 
      
 
    ...but now they practiced for real as the troop hold disappeared, and they were thrown into the middle atmosphere of planet Heliox... 
 
      
 
    Mustaf felt the losses on the platoon board. Half his troops went red as a ground-based defense laser blew away half of the lander before the troops were ejected. It was night, but thousands of lasers reaching up into space illuminated the atmosphere like staccato moonlight. Radar showed the ground rushing toward him at 6,500 meters per second, and he saw his altitude burn through 3,000 meters. He threw a hundred G's into his pike, accelerating in the opposite direction of the ground. 
 
      
 
    There was a lockout as he cratered. When he came to, he was cartwheeling down the side of a nearly verticle cliff. He landed empty-handed, and stood up. Checking his platoon board, he saw ten green profiles. Before he could read the names, movement caught his eye. He was under attack. He could only flash his transponder and command, "On me!" 
 
      
 
    He was at the perimeter of some kind of metal complex. In the wan light, he couldn't tell exactly what it was. But he could see the profile of something huge adancing on him, and, he was empty handed. He called for his pike as a pair of minotaurs attacked him. The landscape and his attackers were suddenly illuminated with the flare of a thousand suns as a laser ripped into the sky from the complex. The ground vibrated and the air throbbed. Mustaf felt the enemy attack his mind even as they dropped on him. A centaur charged in behind them. Mustaf attacked, grabbing the enemy's wrists, and whirling him around into his mate, while the centaur circled him. The second minotaur grabbed the first, and with the combined power of their suits, they halted Mustaf's spin. Mustaf's pike, flying on remote, skewered both of them, back to front, and he grabbed it is it flew from his enemy's chest. He used its momentum to turn on the centaur. He ducked the enemy's blade, severed its front legs, and following up on the fast collapse of its body in the planet's two-G pull, he turned the rest of it into steaming chunks. 
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