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130 Minutes to Gestation.

A waterfall of rain cascaded down the side of the Great Glass Pyramid at
Hamburg. The late afternoon air was crisp and melancholy. A young man with stubble
peeking out a bony chin sat huddled up beside a second-hand briefcase perched on the
tenth-floor patio. The man was lonely save for the raindrops cascading all around him. A
burning cigarette rested in his mouth, protected by the brim of a ratty hat. His cynical
eyes took in the sight of haughty men in grand suits and stylish shoes tottering off
beneath the pyramid’s drab awning.

“Fools.” He spits the cigarette from his mouth. “Bureaucratic fools!”

“Such talk, and coming from a Bydo Labs doctor, no less.”

He turned to his left and noticed an old codger sitting beside him. The young man
scowled unkindly: “What do you want?”

This old man smiled with a warm and grandfatherly glint in eyes, like a
department store Santa Clause who’s in the habit of sneaking nips from a hidden flask.
“What do I want? Why, to make a job offer, that’s all.” He extends his hand beyond the
protection of a large, luxuriously red umbrella. “Could I replace that cigarette, my young
sir?”

The callow doctor shook his head. “I’m trying to quit. And just what are you,
anyway? Private sector? Are you with Preek Biogenetics, or something?”

“No, no: my expertise is far more limited than that.”

He scoffs. “What, then: Gouden & Leer Chemical Engineering?”

“No, again. But then, yes again, too. You see, some would say I’'m a touch higher
on the food chain; others might say different. They might say I’m not quite a part of the
chain, altogether.” The old man guffawed quietly. “Actually, if my predictions hold out,
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someday soon there won’t be much of a difference between those two companies you just
mentioned.”

“Whatever you say.” The young man hopped off the patio wall and slunk off.
“Anyway: I’m not interested in languishing in the private sector, mister. I didn’t claw my
way though the Academy of Sciences for that kind of work: I’'m Bydo Labs all the way.”

“Would you rather waste away amongst your fellow doctor’s ranks, then?”” The
old man raised his voice over the rainfall: the statement made the younger man pause.
The elder noted the effect of his words. He waved his wrinkled hands out towards the
glass pyramid before them, towards the capital of the Bydo Labs itself.

“Your thesis, Mister Roont: they will not accept it. Don’t think they’ll ever pay
you more heed in the future than they just did in that auditorium.”

The young man peered at the elder’s face. He squinted to examine the wrinkled
lines of the codger’s mug through the fabric of the blood-red umbrella.

“You were in my audience, weren’t you? Back row, right?”

Another grandfatherly smile. “I’m afraid I was your audience by the last ten
minutes or so. Your colleagues— those arrogant old men that would mistakenly call
themselves your ‘betters’— well, let’s just say that their hearts are waxed, their ears dull
of hearing, and their beady little eyes are closed tight to these blessed, ‘unorthodox’
methods you profess.”

The young doctor smirked. “You should be careful whom you call ‘old’, Mister.”

The codger chortled. “Oh my, no: I’'m actually much younger than I look. I’ve
been told that I don’t age well.”

Roont stepped toward the man. “Well, just who the hell are you that I should care
what you think about my ideas, anyway?”

The man hopped off the wall. He moved far more quickly— and with much more
grace— than Roont thought possible from a man of such advanced age. “I am a convert
to your way of thinking. No, wait, that’s not right: it’s better to say that I’'m a converter
of people to your way of thinking.”

“You believe—"

“—Ilike you, that mankind’s salvation can only be achieved through certain—"

“—‘unorthodox’ methods.” Roont smiled.

The old man nodded. That warm grin again graced his aged cheeks. He walked
past the younger man and pressed a small white card into his hand.

“If you wake up tomorrow with a surplus of curiosity— or if you’ve grown tired
of eating canned meals out of your dilapidated one-bedroom apartment in Bergedorf...”

Roont squinted at the man.

“Ah, no offense.” He held up his hands and waxed grandfatherly again. “But, in
any event: if you’re so inclined, then there’s someone I’d like you to meet tomorrow.
Why don’t you swing by Base Hamma in the morning? Show that card to a man there.”

“Who?” He eyed the business card. “Base Hamma? The military, you mean?”’

“Yes, indeed. Ask for a Major Sven Wraith.”

Roont squinted again. “Sven Wraith? Sounds like a demented pirate...”

“Oh, he’s a very special person to me: one of the charter members of my little
clique.”
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“Clique?” Roont watched the old man totter off. The young doctor inspected the
card once again. “But this thing is blank: all it says is ‘T.I.A.” in one corner. How is this
supposed to get me on a military base?”

“Mmmm. Fear not: the card will do in spades, I should say. However, I admit that
I’ve been meaning to add a nice little logo to it: something not too flashy, but nonetheless
eye-catching.” His smile drooped with melodramatic tragedy. “But, alas: my expertise
doesn’t extend to such things.”

“And the letters?”

“Just my personal motto, Mister Roont.” He turned to face the young man. “A
little mantra of good news that I’ve been trying to spread around the globe these past
lonely years.”

“Mantra? A ‘principle’, you mean?”

The man’s wrinkly grin parted even further: the smile moved out of the realm of
‘grandfatherly’ and into darker, more sinister waters:

“It is the principle of principles. It stands for ‘Trust in Antipathy’.” He turned and
strode off. “If you truly want your work to be appreciated, Doctor Roont, then the good
Major Wraith will initiate you into the fold: in fact, he’ll become your immediate
superior in the future.”

“My immediate superior?” Sam Roont smirked. “Right, I think we’re getting
ahead of ourselves, aren’t we? What about you, huh? Your name is...”

“Unimportant, Mister Roont. My name is unimportant, as are so many things in
this world: things like pride, ego, and even unjustifiable moral codes. Why, a human life
itself can be though of as irrelevant, assuming the loss of one ensures the survival of
many, don’t you think?”

Roont stared at the rain-soaked pavement.

“Mister Roont?”

“Well, I believe that, of course: the calculus isn’t too difficult in such a case...”

The old man’s sinister grin returned. “Come around to this project, my good
young doctor, and you’ll be crunching numbers like you wouldn’t believe...”

120 Minutes to Gestation.

“...like... I wouldn’t... believe....”

Two bony hands gripped his shoulders; they sent a merciless surge of pain
through his head.

“Jesus!” Roont’s bloodshot eyes flew open.

“Doctor.” Jordan Rails stood over him. The young post-doc’s white lab coat was
tattered in many places, shorn apart in others. A shiny black goo— most likely motor
oil— lay in streaks along his forehead and neck, mixed with the sloppy, sweat-caked
lines of his skin.

“What the devil?” Roont shook the cobwebs from his head and wobbled to his
feet: he appeared uninjured, short of a massive headache. “How long was I out? Where
are the emergency teams and why is it so damn dark in here?”

“Up here.” The youth corrected.

Roont took stock of his surroundings: the two were perched atop a thin catwalk
bridge. A swift current of water rushed by mere inches beneath their feet.
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Jordan Rails motioned to the communication panel against the wall. “There’s no
response from anyone, no matter whom I try to call.”

“Where’re the others?”

The post-doc shook his head. “There was nothing I could do: they were swept
away.”

“Nothing you could do?” Roont gripped the railing with white knuckles.

“I was trying to drag you up the scaffolding: if I’d tried reaching for anyone
else...” his voice trailed off.

Roont wiped down his forehead. “Damn it: what kind of nightmare is this?”

“The worst kind, sir.” Jordan pointed down the catwalk. “You’d better take a look
at something I did save from the current.”

“You got someone out?”

Jordan shook his head: “My colleagues were irrelevant compared to this, sir: you
need to look at it now.”

Roont walked off down the scaffolding, but slowed as he noticed a vicious yellow
pinprick of light at the other end. When he saw the glowing outline of the object before
him a lump rose up in his throat: the outline was decidedly spherical.

Roont walked very slowly. He reached one side of the damaged Force Orb and
walked around it like a skittish barn-mouse circling a mousetrap laden with cheese.

And what rotten cheese we grow...

When he approached the far side of the Orb all his fears were realized: a small
crack in the shell— like the hole from a baseball sent through a glass window— marred
the surface. The light emanating from this nick was too bright to look at.

Rails watched the doctor examine the sphere. “So, is it—"

“—activated.” He growled. “100-percent. The damage runs all the way down into
the Zona Pellucida.”

“So it’s gestating?”” Rail’s face drooped. “We have to kill it off: the Orb must be
scrubbed.”

“Damnit: we can’t scrub the fucker.” Roont snapped. “At least, not from here.”
He motioned below them. “The Antibydo pipelines are all the way down there: we can’t
get to them.”

“What, then?”

Roont looked back at the sphere; it bleed the light of the sun itself out the pinprick
crack: “I don’t know, but if we don’t get this thing into an 4b Ex Mortis bath soon then
we’re gonna have a front row seat to the opening of the gates of hell.”

The two men considered various options available to them, all of which were
either impractical or impossible. Rails then suggested the most sensible solution: run like
hell and hope for the best.

“We can’t do that!” Roont protested. “Damn it, even if we could get topside and
hop a wave-skim vessel to the city it wouldn’t make any difference: you’ve had enough
schooling to understand what these things can do when they ‘hatch’. It’ll be Dobkeratops
all over again!”

That left the pressing question: what to do, then?

“This is impossible: there’s no way we can get this thing topside in time.” Rails
kicked the sphere with his shoe. “It weighs a good 600 pounds, for one thing.”
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Rails’ kick made the Force Orb spin very slightly on its axis: the fissure in the
glassy sphere also moved, casting its almighty inner light on a set of tubes beside the
catwalk.

“Wait.” Roont pointed: “look at this.” He approached one of these metallic tubes:
it was like an elevator shaft without the elevator.

“What is it?”

“These are emergency evacuation conduits: assuming the base had power these
things would use concentrated air pressure to hurl a body up through the base.”

Rails’ eyes widened: “Where does it go? Is it anywhere near your office?”

The doctor shook his head. “No: nowhere near that high. I think these hit medical:
they go to the infirmary.” He forced the conduit’s panel open and was greeted with a faint
gust of air. It did little more than ruffle his dark brown hair.

“Not enough air power to move a mosquito.”

“But what if we plugged it with a cork, huh?”” Jordan eyed the Force Orb, and
then the shaft: they each bore similar diameters.

The doctor grinned “Like a potato in a tailpipe. Nice thinking.”

Both men were doused in sweat by the time they managed to wedge the Orb
inside the tube. Roont clamped the hatch shut and sighed:

“The air current should push the thing up to medical in a few minutes. Now we
need to pray that those pinhead morons in the infirmary can put two-and-two together and
make sure this thing gets up to my AEM vats; it still has a long way to go from medical.”

Jordan squinted: “What? What do you mean by that? There’s no need to worry
about that kind of thing at all.”

The good doctor didn’t know what to make of this statement until Rails pointed at
a rusty lever beside the tube marked ‘decompression valve’. He blinked at the sight of it:
“We can’t pull that: it would flood the infirmary and at least three floors in either
direction. The people up there would be crushed to death by the water pressure before
they even knew what hit ‘em: there’d be no chance for anyone to survive!”

“But it would propel the Orb like a bottle rocket. We could get the damn thing
much closer to where it needs to be.” Rails grabbed Roont’s shoulder in a forceful, if
diplomatic, embrace: “Doctor, listen: whatever’s happening here is huge, catastrophic
even. We should assume that everyone in the infirmary is dead.”

“Ridiculous: that’s far too big an assumption to make based on what we know!”

Rails ran a hand over his luxurious black hair in annoyance: “Look: even if there
are survivors— and that’s a big if— it’s like you say: no one will be around much longer
if this Orb doesn’t get scrubbed.”

Roont crossed his arms: “Which is exactly why we’re praying that somebody
upstairs gets the hint and drags the god-damned thing up to where it needs to be.
Unfortunately, we’re going to have to have a little faith—"

Jordan grabbed the decompression lever: “Why settle for faith, doctor, when the
numbers are so plain and clear?”

The post-doc faced the tube, and then, with two steady hands, he yanked the lever
with all his might.

100 Minutes to Gestation.
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Samantha’s first thought was that she’d lost her eyes, or at least her eyesight.
Then a train of white sparks briefly danced on her periphery.

I’'m not blind, just buried...

“Urrrrgh!” She strained her limbs and managed to worm out from beneath the soft
metal cabinet that pinned her. Her right arm screamed in protest as she did so. There
wasn’t enough light for her to inspect her arm, but she could feel a sticky film of blood
oozing over her shoulder.

Another train of disorganized sparks flared behind Sam, and then a row of brutal
yellow emergency floods flared to life overhead. The light they provided was minimal
and ugly, but it was better than walking blind.

The infirmary was unrecognizable: the floor was raised up on one side, creating a
precipitous slope in the metal floor. It looked like everything that wasn’t bolted down
went crashing off to one side, including Samantha.

And the others, of course...

Sam’s eyes flickered in their milky orbs.

“Chovert? Doctor?”” She scrambled on top of the junk pile. “Anybody!?”

A groan met her ears. There was movement further down in the junk pile: the
doctor dragged herself out from under the clutter. Her disheveled white lab coat was
covered in dirt, but free of blood. Rayne then noticed her left leg: the doctor’s limb was
bent at the ankle. Specifically, it was bent the wrong way.

Sam clicked her tongue. “Oh, lord: don’t move! That looks like it’s busted up.”

The woman glared at the pilot with clenched teeth: “I’m a fucking doctor,
Samantha: I can manage my own diagnosis.” She collapsed on her back as soon as she
was free of the debris. “But I’d rather not end up crushed to death beneath my own filing
cabinet.” Sweat beaded up on her head as she looked up at the Typer. “What’s going on?
What just happened?”

Sam looked around: she didn’t really have an answer. “Armageddon, at first
glance.” She shook her head. “It looks like we’re boxed in here.” She tapped her fingers
on a dead console nearby, and then she kicked it with her steel-toed shoe: this was
Samantha’s idea of ‘technical-support’.

“Communications are down, I guess.”

“Can we get to any supplies, at least?”

The Typer shrugged. “I don’t even know which way is up.” The emergency
floods, far from being a comforting source of light, provided so little illumination— and
cast so many odd shadows— that the effect was closer to a macabre funhouse than
anything else.

Or a mausoleum ... Samantha pulled her mind away from such panicky thoughts.

The doctor grimaced as she palpated her deformity. “Okay, then: time for some
improvisation.” She looked up at the pilot. “Well, then: if you’d be so kind...”

Samantha followed the doctor’s instructions, and in a few minutes she had the
woman’s wound stabilized and— with an agonizing crack— she re-set the bone.

The doctor passed out shortly after that.

Sam rolled off the floor and sat on her haunches. She took a moment to cradle the
rent flesh on her shoulder, but only a moment: it would be “‘unseemly’ to dwell on that
little flesh wound. SPAR had taught this tough young cookie how to deal with her body’s
desire for coddling.
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Now, if I could just remember those damn lessons...

Her head rose to level like a startled animal’s: there was a figure approaching
from the darkness beyond the floods. The figure walked unsurely, awkward and hesitant.

“Chovert? Hello? Goddamnit, kid: is that you?” She hopped up and met the figure
head-on, nearly bumping right into Nurse Denise. The brunette woman steadied herself
on Sam’s shoulders.

“Denise, hey.” She looked the woman in the eyes: the nurse appeared to be rather
disoriented.

Aren’t we all, though?

“What... happened?” The cnurse struggled to brush the cobwebs out of her head.

“Dunno: maybe the reactor went psycho on us. That, or we’re under attack...” her
yellow eyes blinked in discomfort. “Uh, is there something wrong, Denise?”

The nurse stared at her own hand, the one that just touched Samantha’s shoulder.
A streak of blood marred her fingernails. Denise’s mouth trembled in horror. Her
fingers— and soon her whole arm— shook like a leaf.

“Hey, there, Denise...” Sam tried to clutch the shaken woman’s shoulder with a
reassuring touch, but the nurse recoiled in horror.

“N— no! Oh, god!” She bawled hysterically as she gaped at the blood on her
hand. “Oh, god: no!” She ran off in the opposite direction, wagging her limb as if a
rattlesnake had just sunk its fangs beneath her flesh.

“Hey! Don’t do that! It’s dark over there: watch out!”

Denise didn’t get far before she ran into another shadowy figure: Chenine Chovert
emerged from the darkness, apparently none the worse for wear. The little pop-tart did,
however, sport a nice column of crimson down one nostril. Despite the horror of the
moment Sam nearly laughed at the sight of her: she was intimately familiar with
nosebleeds from her time in the commandos (given all the ‘lively discussions’ she and
her troop-mates would have in their barracks) but with Chovert’s bean-pole frame and
delicate features it almost looked like the girl could pass out from the blood-loss.

She’s only got a few liters to spare, after all...

Denise, however, didn’t find this sight comical at all. The woman took one look at
Chenine’s dripping schnoz before screaming like a child. She jumped backward with
almost instinctual terror. The hysterical woman waved that bloody hand of hers back and
forth as and— babbling incoherently— shuffled backwards down the dark incline of the
floor.

“Damn it, Denise! What the hell is wrong with—"

That was as far as the Typer got: a violent cascade of sparks exploded around
Denise’s feet. The nurse’s body contorted in a violent spasm. Her eyes glazed over, she
fell to her scraped knees and then landed on her face. Her body lay prone in a pool of
black water, greasy with oils and contaminants.

This water also bristled with current, courtesy of a nearby power cable that
wormed out of the ceiling and danced over the water like a bucking snake.

Sam cursed and quickly retrieved a busted wooden pole from the pile behind her.
She jammed the stick against Denise’s shirt collar and, with surprising strength, dragged
the woman’s body out of the deadly water. Chenine stood and watched this effort, her
sapphire eyes wide; the girl carefully pulled the cord out of the water as Samantha
inspected the unconscious nurse.
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“She’s arrested: her heart’s quit on her.”

Chenine stared at the smoking body in disbelief. “We don’t have access to any
working medical equipment in here: everything appears to have been damaged or
buried.”

“Son of a bitch!” Sam returned to her haunches and cradled her head. “Alright,
fine: we have to consider her dead, then. Our priority right now is to defend the base, or
what’s left of it.”

“Defend it from what?” Chenine tilted her head.

“We need to assume that we’re under attack.” Sam shuffled over to the dark
water’s edge. “Is the infirmary exit through there?”

“Yes. Well, it’s down there, anyway.”

Sam about-faced: the doctor regained consciousness. She sat up on her side and
motioned to the floor. “We’re on such a slant, here. This water probably goes down about
five meters or so at its deepest. The door should be at the bottom of that, if it’s intact at
all.”

“Well, let’s see.” Samantha produced her utility knife and cut her khakis apart at
the upper thigh. She discarded the bulk of these thick-sewn pants: they’d act like a huge
sponge in the water. She sidled up to the liquid’s edge before the doctor warned:

“It might still not be safe, you know.”

“Is there any other way to find out?”” She looked at Chovert: “You wouldn’t
happen to have a potato we could hook wires up to, do you?”

Chenine looked at Samantha, then the water, and then Denise’s body. Without a
word she retrieved Sam’s wooden pole and jammed it against Denise’s shoulder, sending
the corpse tumbling back down into the water.

Sam gaped in horror: “What the hell is wrong with you, Chovert?”

The lithe girl pointed at the body: the muscles in the dead nurse’s arms and legs
twitched in clumsy spasms. The body ‘shivered’ on the black glassy water even as a
small tendril of sparks rose off the silver heart-and-teardrop bracelet on Denise’s pale
white wrist.

Chenine shrugged: “Rigor mortis has yet to set in, so her muscles are still
sensitive to electrical stimulation.”

Samantha blinked.

“She means that the water’s still juiced.” The doctor shook her head. Disgust was
evident in her voice. “Chenine: that’s possibly the most callous and disturbing ‘biological
experiment’ I’ve ever seen.”

“Have you no respect for the dead, Chovert?” Sam alleviated her own discomfort
with a quip. She noticed a second wire dancing on the water, retrieved it from the fluid,
and watched as Denise’s body came to a sudden rest.

Make that an eternal rest...

Chenine crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s hard enough to have respect for the
living, isn’t it? Consequently, you’re not actually going down there, are you?”

“Why not?” Sam kicked off her shoes and dipped her bare toes in the sludge.
“The water’s safe, and I don’t see any other way out of here, do you?”” She drew a breath
and plunged beneath the murky brine. Samantha managed to navigate down through the
muck and locate the door, but it was jammed shut. A few kicks from her naked legs
provided enough leverage to crack it open.
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“Right,” she addressed Chenine as the girl helped Samantha out of the water,
“looks like we can get up into the main corridor through there.”

“But what would we do we do after that? It’d be better for us to stay put and wait
for rescue.”

“That’s what the tell you to do if you’re lost in the woods, at least.” The doctor
shrugged. “I don’t know what they’d say about a place like Base-10, though.”

Sam glared at Chenine. “We’re not a bunch of cowering civilians, Chovert, or
even techies: you and I are soldiers, and we’ve got a duty to protect this base. I don’t
know what happened, but until we find out we have to focus on getting to the Raiden
launch bays: otherwise we’re of no use to anyone.”

The doctor nodded. “T agree with Sam. Assuming this disaster is base-wide
there’s sure to be casualties in need of treatment.” She hobbled up onto one foot with
Samantha’s assistance. “Treatment is where my duty lies, gimp leg or no.”

A drop of sweat beaded over Chenine’s brow as she stared at the black water. “I
understand that, but there must be another way out.”

Sam shrugged. “This underwater route isn’t particularly easy, but I don’t see any
alternatives...”

Chenine quickly leapt atop a pile of overturned desks. With the agility of a small
cat she took hold of a bent iron bar sticking out of the ceiling. Swiving her body like a
gymnast, Chenine flipped herself over the rod and set down on top of it.

“Vents?” Sam peered up at the girl with curious eyes. “That doesn’t help us:
climbing around in those would be even harder for someone with a busted ankle.”

The doctor shook her head as she watched the Typer disappear into the darkness.
“Those vents are all sealed with rivets, Chenine: you can’t—"

There was a series of banging noises. They began softly, but then grew
increasingly louder. Next came a grunt, followed by a scream.

“Clutz.” Sam sneered as she dove beneath the black vent shaft; Chenine came
crashing down to the ground, but thanks to the ‘padding’ of Samantha’s body she didn’t
hit the metal floor outright.

“Damnit!” The captain cursed as she pushed the girl off her. “That’s enough
monkey business!” She glared at the chastised girl with hard eyes, then returned to the
doctor and helped her back to her feet. “No more debates: it’s time to make like a seal
and swim. Got it, Chovert?”

Chenine’s gaze wandered between her squadmate and the water; her breaths
became progressively quicker and she crossed her arms over her chest once again.

“I’m not going.” She declared. “I won’t go in there.”

Samantha didn’t think she heard the pop-tart correctly, so she asked Chenine to
repeat that little declaration. She did, and Sam was not particularly amused. She gave the
mousey little girl a choice: she could either swim through the doorway under her own
power, or be dragged through it in a chokehold.

“That’s not very practical, and you’ve got the doctor to look after, anyway.”
Chenine motioned to a series of cylindrical tubes lining the far end of the floor. “Those
emergency medical chutes are a pipeline up here from the lower decks, but they need to
be unlocked from our side. If I were to hear any banging I’d need to open them—"
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“Yeah, well you’re not Florence Nightingale, Chovert: you’re an angel of
vengeance, not mercy. Besides, those tubes are all flooded! No one in the lower struts
could have survived a hull breech!”

“We don’t know that for certain.” Chenine disagreed.

Sam growled at the girl: “Chenine: until we know otherwise we have to assume
that everyone in the rest of the base is dead. Either that, or incapacitated. We only had
skeleton-staffing as it is, so there’re only a few dozen people around here, anyway. It’s
possible that no one else survived this wonderful little roller-coaster ride.”

“That’s unlikely.” Chenine shook her head. “And I think it’s important that I wait
for any possible signs of life, Captain.”

Tensions mounted, and Samantha came quite close to kicking Chenine’s ass. The
Brass Ring was saved by the doctor’s intervention: she explained that it would be
difficult for Sam to carry the Ketoni girl’s unconscious body under the water without
getting liquid in her lungs.

“I could always tape her lips and nose shut...” Sam grumbled as she positioned
the doctor on her back. “I’ve wanted to do that ever since I first met her.”

“Manners, Sam.” The doctor whispered. “There’s no need to lose your head for
diplomacy.”

“Of course not.” Samantha sneered as she trudged into the water. “But ‘duct-tape
diplomacy’ is so much more satisfying.” She glanced back at the Brass Ring one last
time. “Not to mention it’s ‘complaint-free’.” She looked at Chenine with cocked eyes.
“You better not die in here, Chovert: I don’t want my insubordination charge against you
going on your record posthumously, you hear?”

Chenine gazed at Samantha and nodded. “Take care of yourself as well, Captain.”
The girl pulled a small case from the back pocket of her khakis: a little compact mirror.

“I’m not that interested in fixing my hair at the moment.” Samantha hesitantly
plucked the case from Chenine’s outstretched hand.

“You’re a commando, Captain, not a cat: there’s a vanity light inside.”

“Tch! I always thought vanity was a sin.” She nodded at the girl with
appreciation, but scowled again: “I guess you prove that pig-headedness is more
problematic, don’t you?”

Sam gripped the doctor’s ankles, holding the woman in a tight piggy-back. She
drew a long breath, bent her knees, and then disappeared beneath the murky brine.

As she scrambled through the dark water Samantha could’ve sworn that she heard
a loud ‘thump’ rising from the far side of the ruined medical bay: that was very near
those emergency transportation chutes. The noise was violent enough to jostle her body
through the black water.

Please, god: don’t let that be a survivor...

After all, there’d just be no living with the pop-tart if it was...

87 Minutes to Gestation.
Scott was on the verge of tears as he shimmied up the last stretch of elevator

cable. His hands were raw, ten kinds of oils constantly dripping on his mottled head and
there was absolutely no light to speak of inside the hollow shaft. That, and it was at least
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a ten-story drop if his fingers gave way, depending on how many floors below him were
actually in one piece.

Just when he thought he couldn’t take anymore Scott noticed the walls of the shaft
reflected a ruddy red light from above: the warning light constantly flashed on and off.

I know that beat ...

Struggling with the last throes of his effort, Tabris clambered up to the top of the
shaft and mantled up the elevator platform. The shreds of his uniform pants (his
makeshift ‘climbing gloves’) slipped on a streak of oil and he nearly went flying off the
edge. With a wild scream Tabris managed to grasp the edge of the open elevator door: he
clung to this secure fixture for a good three minute before screwing up the courage to let
go and get to his feet.

“Mary Magdalene...” he gaped at the hot zone of Ops: this spacious command
center used to be one long, hexagonal room with a view. It was now about a dozen
‘rooms’, each separated by an avalanche of rubble. He called out for survivors:

“Jen!”

There was no answer.

“Ramirez!”

Still no answer. He called for Jen again, but with the same result.

Tabris felt like the proverbial last man on earth as he wandered the ruined
commander center. Half of the place was now open-air, and Scott clambered atop a pile
of ruined workstations and scrap metal. He stepped forward. In the schematics of his
mind he reasoned that this would’ve been the inner railing of the panorama window, and
sure enough Scott emerged from the rubble at the top of the world: the area in front of
him was totally exposed to the sea. He stood face-to-face with a 25-story drop.

Well, given that the central strut’s been compromised, that might only be a 22-
story drop, or so... Tabris wasn’t particularly interested in this point, though.

The sky was moody and cold. There was no rain, though Scott noticed a peculiar
smoke tail curling up on the horizon at Perimeter 1-0.

Even that little island was affected, was it?

What the hell could have caused all this devastation?

Then he noticed a peculiar noise rising over the wind and the sea breeze. Scott
spent quite a bit of time hanging around the base’s scaffolding, and he was familiar with
the normal noises of the ocean.

This didn’t sound normal.

He gripped the ruined steel wall to his left and scrambled up to the next ledge:
from this vantage he could see the entire northern section of the base. Scott’s first thought
was that the central strut looked a little bigger than normal, but then his blood froze:

The central strut was fractured clean down its side. There was something layered
along it, though: it was white, mottled, and burgeoned with organic blood vessels beneath
its bleached skin. The sickening body spanned the lengths of several rugby fields, and at
its thickest bore the diameter of a small house. Three of the most hideous things Scott had
ever seen— like the bloated heads of a trio of demonic cats mutilated with sulfuric acid—
were feasting on the central strut!

That wasn’t right, though. The central head, which loomed as large as a Korang
fighter, was the only one feasting, as it was the only head bearing any useable teeth.

But teeth sticking out of its forehead?
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Tabris had never been in the physical presence of an OPI before, and he wasn’t
thrilled about this meeting. The young tech’s black dress-shoes scuffled on the uneven
surface as the unbelievable scale of the behemoth gave him vertigo.

One of the OPI’s toothless heads glared idly into space while the dominant central
head chowed down on the base’s superstructure. Tabris’ scuffling drew its attention, and
it suddenly craned its neck in his direction. It gaped with a toothless maw and emitted a
devastating shriek. Its burning yellow eyes exploded with renewed vigor. Scott fell from
the perch clutching his ears in pain. He landed hard on the Ops balcony just as the
gigantic hydra whipped through the air above him.

One of the demon’s ratty paws clipped the ruined wall beside him, raining debris
upon him. Scott frantically backpedaled on his rear as chunks of concrete the size of
cinder blocks landed all around his body and his fragile human limbs. He made it to the
shell of Ops’ hot zone, and cowered beneath a workstation. The tech curled into a tight
little ball.

Ops rattled, and then shook outright as the hydra-demon buzzed overhead. Scott
could see the monster’s shadow as it darkened the glass-studded floor. He bolted upright
as he noticed a scrunched-up leg peeking out from the workstation across from him.

“Ramirez!”

It was difficult to see the black pant leg and polished dress shoe beneath the
shadow of the console: getting close would be even harder.

Scott crouched low as the lethal shadow above him waxed and waned; he timed
his sprint to occur immediately after one of the hydra’s passes. The tech scrambled across
the floor— cutting his palms on dozens of glass shards as he did— and tumbled beneath
Ramirez’s console.

“God in heaven, man! What’s up here? Do we have any systems online at a//?”
Tabris felt around the dark space, looking to put a reassuring hand on the duty officer’s
shoulder.

To his horror, he found that the duty officer’s prone body stopped at the neck: the
only thing beyond was a chunk of caved-in console and a terrible, sticky mess all around
that. The nascent smell of death and decay permeated the air.

Scott recoiled and tumbled out from under that messy tomb. The hydra made
another pass over the ruined metal ceiling as he did. The shock of air accompanying the
monster sent Tabris hurtling end over end across the floor. He came to a rest prone on the
floor, and when he looked up his heart leapt into his throat.

“Oh, god: Jen!”

Drake lay huddled in the corner of the room, crouched low under the shattered
Plexiglas barrier between the hot zone and the cold zone. Ops’ blaring red strobe lights
reflected off her pale white legs: they were curled up to her chin and the black skirt of her
uniform dress lay hiked-up and disheveled around her thighs. The techie was covered in
blood from her black pumps to her crushed pink hairdo, but none of it appeared to be
hers.

When she looked up at Scott the private’s eyes bore no trace of that trademark Jen
Drake cynicism or wit. In fact, they bore very little rational thought at all: the girl’s
expression was glazed, and her pupils fully dilated. She didn’t look right at Scott, but
instead stared straight ahead and shook her head back and forth very slowly. One of her
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blanched arms supported her head against her knee. She cupped one of her breasts in the
other hand and quietly squeezed and relaxed the flesh in regular motions.

“Didn’t see it.” She shook her head more vigorously. “Liesle, I couldn’t find it:
the plushie... my plushie. I don’t know where it went off to. Oh, god, Lees: I’'m so
sorry...”

“Jen.” Scott got to his feet and took two steps towards her. A loud cracking noise
sounded all around him and he stopped moving. He looked down at a series of venous
fracture in the floor: fractures that grew in both length and width.

The floor gave way less than a second later.

Tabris flailed his arms as he fell into the darkness below: he cried in pain as his
cut and bruised hands grasped a power cord in front of him. His lower body dangled over
a black void: a deadly well of no less than several floors, and no more than the entire
vertical length of the entire base loomed beneath him. He writhed in agony as his
bloodied palms slipped down the length of the cable, which cut into his tender hands like
a cheese grater.

“Jen!” He screamed. “Jen!”

The shadow of the hydra darkened Ops once again. Jen yelped like a puppy and
curled up even tighter.

“I’1l get it for you, Lees! Don’t worry... no worries: I’ll find it! I can...” She
squeezed herself more vigorously, as if her flesh were a stress-ball.

“Jen!” Scott cried again. His legs pumped all around as he squirmed to find
purchase on some ledge or crag: there was none.

“Jeeeen!” His hands slipped even further. “Snap out of it, damn it: Ramirez is
dead, but you and I aren’t! You’ve gotta help me get this place working again before
everybody—"

He cried as the black cord slackened: his body jerked downward before the loose
cord caught itself on a serrated piece of concrete. A quiet tearing sound rose into the air
as the jagged rock tore the black cord apart at the seams.

“Uh— uh!” Jen grabbed her head in her hands and buried her face between her
knees. “Nun-nuh!” She wagged her head to and fro in mad jerks.

Scott’s desperation peaked. His heart froze in his chest as he heard the last loose
threads of his lifeline snap. He looked toward the psychotic girl with calmer eyes.
Desperation fell out of his face, replaced with a philosophical tranquility, and when he
parted his lips his words were surprisingly smooth:

“Jen. Jennifer.”

The girl stopped bawling for one brief moment and looked up at him with her
bloodshot eyes. Her lips quivered as she surveyed him, at the moment uncertain about
who she was, let alone who he was.

He smiled.

“You’re the smartest person I’ve ever known, Jen. I think you should know that.”

The hydra screamed from afar; its roar shook the ground itself. Tabris followed
that terrible sound with his eyes, and when he looked back at Jen his smile was even
wider: “When I watch you working up here I’'m always thinking to myself: ‘is there
anything she can’t do’?”

There was a loud snap. Tabris cemented his teeth on his lip and drew blood.

“You can damn-well do this, private!”
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The rope lost all slack. Scott Tabris flailed at the floor with both hands. The
young tech’s body instantly slid backwards.
He disappeared into the darkness below.

80 Minutes to Gestation

Samantha and the doctor made their way down a ruined corridor outside the
auxiliary infirmary. The pair managed to stumble up a set of intact stairs and they were
now well-above the main medical floor. Both of them were still soaked, and the pilot bled
sweat from her forehead as she struggled to support the injured doctor.

“She’s a prissy little bitch if I’ve ever met one.” Sam panted.

“Don’t be too hard on her. Chenine’s somewhat well-known for her—”

“—cattiness.”

“I was going to say ‘obstinance’.” The doctor panted along with Sam as they
trudged down the corridor like a duo in a three-legged sack race.

Minus the sack... Sam rolled her eyes.

“And, if you’d noticed things a little more closely, you’d have seen that she
wasn’t simply being a ‘bitch’: she was afraid.”

“Of what?”

The doctor sighed. “Chenine has some issues with water: in fact, she hates it.”

“That’s ‘catty’, isn’t it?” The pilot smirked. “Well hell: if you knew that she was
just stalling to keep herself dry, why didn’t you speak up? I’m not in the habit of
encouraging phobias.”

“What good would that do? We still couldn’t get her out of the infirmary if we
wanted to, and you were right when you said that we need to take care of our duties. No
one can be forced to do something that’s against their nature, Sam, especially if they’d
rather die than do it. And you can’t just make someone spring into action when it
involves facing an extraordinarily deep-seated fear like that: it’s up to them to choose
how they’ll act, and what they’re willing to face. It all boils down to what type of person
they are, not how hard someone else is willing to push them.”

Samantha growled with indignation. “What ‘type’, huh? We’re supposed to be
soldiers. ‘Fear’ is inconsequential.”

“But it’s part of being human, isn’t it?”

Samantha didn’t answer, and for a time the pair trudged on in silence.

“Why the hell would Chovert be afraid of something like that, of all things?
Ocean water I could understand, but a puddle like that?”’

“Tch! Try getting her to take a bath sometime.” The doctor smiled. “I was curious
about that myself, and it actually makes sense. Confidentially, Sam, I checked her
personnel record one day and found something very interesting under her parental
history. It seems that her mot—"

The doctor’s feet shuffled to a stop as quickly as her speech dropped off: a giant
slab of fallen metal lay in their path. It lay evenly on the rusty floor. A deep crimson
spatter radiated from under it in all directions. One adult limb, pale and lifeless, peeked
out from beneath that horrible mausoleum. That was the only sign of life lost in the
structural collapse except for one other thing: an article of clothing.

It was, in fact, a very tiny article of clothing.

The concept of R-Type, the Bydo, force-orbs, and most ship names are copyright © Irem Software.
All other characters and content are copyright © 2006 Shane Kent Knolltrey.



Cohesion-Tension Theory 15

The sunny pink toe of a child’s shoe glistened with a coating of blood and water.
It just barely jutted out from under the mess, enough to reveal its untied laces and the
image of a shiny flute with musical notes beaming out the side. The doctor fell to her
knees and gripped the tattered sole of the little girls’ shoe with delicate fingers.

“Piperel... oh, no. Oh... oh god...”

Samantha swallowed. “But she’s supposed to be at the Nash.”

“Today’s the start of her two-week vacation from kindergarten.” The woman
choked up and slid down against the slab. “Oh, g— god!”

Try as she might, Samantha couldn’t get the doctor to continue through the base
with her. In all honesty, she didn’t feel like trying very hard anyway. She was forced to
leave the woman, weeping and cradling the dead girl’s shoe, and after she’d made some
headway down the corridor the haunting echo of a mother’s open bawling met her ears: it
chilled Samantha’s metal spine to its core.

She came to a porthole, its glass fractured apart. She scrambled over a dozen
shards of busted pipes and debris and put her face against the hole. Sam could see only a
small sliver of purple water beyond, but the smell of the fresh sea air and the reassuring
gust of wind were pleasant. As she rested her face against the cracked window one
thought played through Sam’s head over and over again:

What in the hell is happening to us?

A massive row of teeth darkened the window; the lethal choppers clamped down
mere inches from Samantha’s head. She leapt backwards and landed on her backside. The
gigantic fangs rose up in the air and instantly the corridor was bathed in yellow fire as a
humongous eye loomed before the window. It gazed at Sam with smoldering hatred; the
hollow, dead slit burned with an intense yellow flame.

People are ‘shocked’ by different things, by and large. The things that a person is
shocked by are mostly dependant on the type of person receiving the shock. For
Samantha, the death of little Piperel was much more of a ‘shock’ than this development.
In fact, as a former marine commando and current Raiden pilot, this situation didn’t mess
with her nerves at all.

To the contrary: this was a dull-as-dishwater job for the girl’s muscle memory.

The pilot flipped over onto one knee and reached for a nearby pipe, which lay
shorn apart on the floor, its end sharp as a razor. Sam screamed— not in fear, but like a
discus thrower winding up her swing— as she brought the lethal projectile to her
shoulder, steadied her legs and then sent the pipe hurtling towards that giant evil eye.

The pipe hit its mark. It struck the sinister organ dead-center. Curiously, the pipe
seemed to ‘drift’ into the living flame of the eye like a bullet sailing though a sheet of
gelatin as it tore into the vaporous flesh. A bright red hue blossomed in the object’s wake,
making the OPI’s eye ruddy and discolored. This color almost immediately degenerated
into that midnight black oil associated with the ‘blood’ of the Bydo.

A deafening peal of anger and pain rose above the corridor. Sam gripped her ears
as the floor was set alive with tremors. The eye retreated, leaving a large train of black
blood oozing around the edges of the porthole in its wake.

“Right: scratch that last question, at least...”

She now had a fairly good idea about what was happening to them. There were
still the questions of ‘why’ and ‘how’, but at least the ‘what’ was settled.
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The monster’s abrupt attack did manage to jog Samantha’s geography a bit: she
recognized that the corridors she’d been wandering through were somewhere above the
main infirmary level. She muddled through this dark, leaky area, often relying on
Chenine’s compact mirror to provide any light. The only other source of illumination
came from ruined windows, staggered a good twenty feet apart as they wound down the
otherwise pitch-black corridors.

Bless the light, at least. I suppose that in the end she’s a fairly thoughtful girl: the
little tart deserves my help, pig-headedness aside...

After nearly fifteen minutes of aimless wandering Samantha lost her way. She
wandered around a series of anonymous corridors bearing ugly gray ventilation shafts.
Soon, however, she came upon something encouraging: shafts bearing ridiculously
oversized rivets. Sam struggled with the strap around her shoulder and pulled out the
little “item’ she’d borrowed from the ruined armory.

The girl leveled the Aegis handgun at the vent shaft, narrowed her eyes into
protected slits, and then vaporized the tough outer casing with one of the devastator slugs.
She clambered into the dark little shaft and wormed her way though: this was one
situation where that the pilot found her muscular frame to be a disadvantage.

This’d be much smoother going with a little less clothing and a fresh coat of
grease...

Eventually she came to the other end. Sam tried to peek through the thick grating
of the vent: all she could see was the pale, ruddy rays of emergency floods; in all her
travels through the crippled base Samantha had yet to see any working lights outside of
the base’s infirmary. That gave her a pretty good idea of where she was heading into.

She leveled the Aegis at the slit, careful to position her cramped body a good
three meters back. Even at that distance the resulting explosion sent a molten flare of
cordite back in her face. The smelly plume irritated her nose and burned her lungs like all
get out. Coughing like a sick badger, Sam slid the front of her body out of the vent; she
wiggled her cramping shoulders and arched her stiff back, relieved to be at least halfway
out of the stifling vent.

A sure-fire change for the better ...

The infirmary below her, however, had taken a turn for the worse: the floodwater
had risen to cover the entire slanting floor. Sam herself was only about five-feet above
the black water’s surface. A train of sparks caught her eye, and she noticed another errant
power cable dancing on the risen water. They’d pulled that one out earlier, but in its
rising the water had found it again, and again it graced the liquid with an invisible— yet
supremely deadly— power.

“Oh, my god.” Sam’s eyes swam around the scene. She confirmed that every inch
of available surface was waterlogged. It was true, then: there was nowhere left to stand,
and there was nothing to see but black water all around.

That, and the electrified corpse of a little Ketoni girl somewhere in that water ...

The pilot alternatively mourned for her lost squadmate while simultaneously
cursing that mysterious monster that was ultimately responsible for her demise.

“Fucking murderer!” She hissed.

“Who is?”

Sam nearly fell from the vent as a voice sounded beside her. She swivled her
lower body and craned her neck up: a support beam rested mere feet from the shaft,
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around which a lanky pair of legs were tightly wrapped. Chenine’s body hung upside-
down from this perch and her sapphire eyes glowed in the darkness, much like a large
and curious bat’s.

For an instant Samantha was dumbstruck.

“Y— you reckless, silly little bitch!”” She managed. “You nearly got killed down
here! If I hadn’t decided to— well, if I hadn’t needed to come back—"

The girl smiled. “I love you too, Captain, but we have a rather serious problem on
our hands.”

“Problem?”

Chenine pointed down into the water and Sam followed along. She saw it almost
immediately: bobbing on the water like a child’s blow-up beach ball, but glowing like a
demented disco light.

She gritted her teeth: “Is that what I think it is?”

Chenine bobbed her head up and down. “Yes. Actually I’m pretty sure that it’s
mine. But seeing as how I don’t have a Raiden to interact with it at the moment, I’d just
as soon put some distance between us, alright?” She struggled off the beam and prepared
to clamber into the vent with Samantha. The captain, however, didn’t move. When the
white-haired girl grunted for Sam to start moving up the shaft the captain shook her head.

“Look there: it’s cracked at the side. That’s not particularly good. Besides, do you
think it’s an accident that the thing came all the way up here in the first place?”

“What are you implying?” Chenine’s face drooped at the notion that her rescue
was no longer Samantha’s primary motivation.

“It was sent here, and probably by someone who knew what to do with it.”

“Pawning it off on someone else, you mean?” Chenine almost crossed her arms
over her chest, but then thought better of it and kept her hands firmly cemented to the
support beam.

“Be that as it may, we’ve got to get this thing into Antibydo as soon as possible.”

“It’s a long way to Dr. Roont’s vats.” Chenine shook her head. “Given current
conditions, what if we can’t make it up there?”

Sam narrowed her eyes. “Simple: we’ll just pawn the fucker off on someone
