Fool’s Mate 1

Fool’s Mate

Jen’s eyes wandered off her console for the last time: now she would strike.

She eyed her victim: the brunette Lieutenant stood far away on the other side of
Command Ops, naive and unaware as she thumbed through a data pad, dishing out next
week’s duty roster for subcommander Wraith.

She wouldn’t feel a thing, and she wouldn’t know what hit her.

Jen swallowed her bubblegum. She smoothed down her spiky pink hair, and then
she pounced. She set her teeth upon her target and then her body shivered with pleasure
as warm, sweet nectar bled out the victim and into her gaping mouth. Jen ruffled her
tongue in greedy motions as she fed on that stream of succulent juices...

“Since when do you drink ‘Pop-Up’ Cola? I thought that stuff was too sweet for
you.”

She flinched in surprise: the ensign almost dropped Laura’s can of soda, but
managed to stash it beneath the Lieutenant’s workstation once again. Jen faced Scott and
shrugged:

“It is too sweet, but it’s also a kick in the pants. I’ve been getting into it ever since
I started my full-shifts. I thought that being a private was hard, but now I kinda long for
the good old days when I only had one boss to yell at me.”

“But you used to tell me that Laura’s such a hard-ass.” He smiled.

“Yeah, well: not compared to the three new guys I’ve got breathing down my
neck.”

Scott sat on his desk. “Well, welcome to the Allied Military, ensign. And the first
rule of conduct is that we don’t go around stealing each other’s soda.”

Jen sneered: “Is there a rule about not getting captured by your own people?”’
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“Somewhere in the back of the book, maybe.” Scott mumbled. “Speaking of
being a hard-ass, Plinshine’s been bugging me: I need that questionnaire you’ve been
working on. You know, the one on peoples’ opinions about the new docking ring’s
layout.”

“That’s taking forever, and each crew I talk to gets more pissed and disgruntled:
no one’s happy with the amount of deck space they’re getting and everybody wants more.
This job sucks.”

Tabris smiled. “It’s a glory-less, thankless, pointless job, but somebody’s gotta do
it—"

“And it might as well be the new girl.” Jen scowled.

“Think of it as a ritualistic hazing.”

Jen’s scowl deepened: “Anyway, my interviews are almost done but I won’t have
the report in until I get some opinions from the SJIC.”

Scott bucked: “What? The SJIC?”

“Yeah: Samantha, Justin and Chenine. 1 gotta talk to our Typers before I’'m ready
to hand in the report.”

“Cute.” Scott shook his head. “Well, that’s gonna be difficult right now.”

“Where are they?”

“About 150 million clicks out, or so: they were called up for inner-system patrol
yesterday, so they’re jetting around EO IV.” He looked her in the eyes and smirked:
“That’s Mars, for the layperson.”

“I know the jargon, twit.”

The young JG laughed, but soon he broke away from all these mock flirtations: he
looked over at Dr. Roont, perched atop a desk in front of the panorama window, and
glared at him with a scowl so hot it could boil water.

It made Roont shiver inside, even as he observed the gesture through the
window’s reflection.

Finally Sven Wraith finished fraternizing with that brunette bimbo he called a
duty officer and the two of them were off for the cold zone.

“Awfully friendly with our subordinates these days, aren’t we, ‘subcommander’?”

“Stowe it.” Wraith growled.

“I just think she’s a tad young for you, that’s all.” He laughed. “And since you
gave me that same advice about Miss Chovert, I though I’d repeat it for your benefit.
Your attempts to nip my little romance with Little Miss CRTS are rather annoying—"

“‘Romance!’” Wraith scoffed. “The only reason I gave you the ‘age’ speech is
because I actually happen to know how old Miss Chovert really is.” Wraith nodded
politely to Roont as the good doctor motioned him into his office. Roont locked the door
behind them. “And I’d rather not have my lead scientist get himself killed because he felt
compelled to act out some kind of adolescent fantasy with a viral vector.”

Roont emptied the pockets of his labcoat onto his desk. His grin widened:
“Chenine Chovert is the fantasy of every swinging dick on the Blue Marble, my friend.”
He stalked across the cold, grey room and approached the wall farthest away from his
window. “And, as far as Angelbreath is concerned: I always use protection, Wraith.”

The doctor pressed his hand against the wall. Immediately the room’s light faded:
the polarized glass windows tinted over, allowing only the faintest rays of sunlight in.
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Roont’s office sat cattycorner to Command Ops, and the operation center’s giant
windows were in sight of his, spaced apart by only 100 meters or so.

The false panels of Roont’s wall parted like a sliding glass door: a small chamber
rested beyond, doused in shadow. It was a sleek metal container that sloped downwards a
good six feet. Six small jet holes protruded from the far side.

“What are you up to now: five baths a day?”

Roont scowled: “Four. Just a few minutes at a time: I need to keep myself
clean—"

“Karat can be addictive, you know. There’s a reason that we’re supposed to
restrict these pools to medical wards.”

“Stowe it, friend.” Roont slipped his labcoat off and glanced over his shoulder.
“By the way, Scott Tabris seems a little frayed around the edges lately: have you
noticed?”

“A product of his recent captivity, no doubt.”

“Maybe. And speaking of that: are those old generals really going to leave us
alone, now?”

“For the moment.” Wraith shrugged. “They’re listing Antipathy as a ‘black op’ on
their books, but I get the feeling that they want nothing to do with it. They’re eager to
cover up tracks, too. Their biggest sticking point so far is getting rid of the Chaste Gazer,
and I expect to solve that problem during the next Bydo assault.”

“How so0?”

“Miss Chovert will be going on a little suicide mission. A real one this time, as
pointless as it is deadly.” Wraith tightened his dry lips together; they sounded like leather
flaps grating together. “Problem solved.”

“What about the other three units, when we get them? Will the generals let us
infect those pilots?”

“Whatever they decide is of no consequence to us.” Wraith shook his head. His
slate eyes flickered, and he put a hand to his earpiece.

Roont was in the middle of unbuckling his belt: “What’s up?”

Wraith’s lips puckered as if he’d bitten a lime. “There’s been a change to our
flight plan: the Brass is redirecting the R-H’s.”

“Where to?”

He held his earpiece for a moment longer, and then he growled:

“Ceresland.”

“What? Why the hell would they do that?”

“I don’t know.”

Roont shook his head: “The research center spews out more Flash-Cancer toxin
than all the other ‘Thanatos Tails’ combined: if the Hybrids fly into that mess head-on—"

“I’m not an idiot, Samuel.” Wraith moved for the door. “I’ll get them to approach
from the leading side.”

“Can’t you cancel their mission altogether?”

Wraith pushed open the office door and shook his head: “No: these are rush
orders. The 7SS isn’t supposed to be called up to service Ceres: the fact that they are
being deployed indicates some kind of emergency.” He licked his lips: “Ofthand, I’d say
that something very strange has happened out there...” He looked back at the doctor and
sighed: “Carry on with your little bath if you like: I’ll keep you posted, alright?”

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.



Fool’s Mate 4

I1.

The golden glow of the distant sun sparkled off Samantha’s facemask as she
activated her flight recorder:

“It’s 0445 hours on the eighteenth of October. Location is approximately 1.77 AU
from the solar center, give or take ten-thousand kilometers. This is Captain Samantha
Rayne, reporting for the Tears’ Shower Squadron along with Flight Lieutenants Justin
Storm—"

“Hiya.” Justin interjected from his cockpit.

“—and Chenine Chovert.”

“Present.” Chenine’s tiny whisper sounded in Sam’s ear.

“Forty minutes ago we received orders to deploy to the Ceres planetoid after
Earth-based communication with the research center was lost, cause unknown.”

Sam puckered her lips and wrinkled her nose:

“And about twenty-five minutes ago a packet transmission came in for us from
Aryl Sven Wraith. Our CO has ordered us to ‘check-in’ with him before we go...”

And, in the process, he’s given us the independence of baby chicks...

“According to protocol we’re going to check-in with our Aryl first, and then we’ll
see what’s what over in Ceresland. Who dares wins.”

Samantha’s body started as she primed her Raiden for broadcast: luckily
conditions in the Platinum Heart’s Force Orb were optimal for an Active System Scan.
The act of producing that kind of power surge did, however, take a toll on her body and
brain.

A small, strong voice whispered in Sam’s ear:

“Do you want some help with your aim there, sport?”’

No. You stay out of this.

“Tch! Fine, but don’t blame me when you end up talking to a Venustion instead
of your people.”

Sam sneered.

1 said stay out of this.

“And it’s pronounced ‘Venusian’...”

“What was that, Sam?” Justin asked.

“Nothing, damnit: now stand by for transmission.”

The Platinum Heart slowed and rotated around in the vacuum of space until its
body was pointed towards Earth like the thin shard of a broken mirror. The Force Orb on
the Heart’s nose quickly rose in color until it glowed white-hot, and then a column of
golden steam exploded from the front of the Orb. That pillar of energy cascaded through
space for fifty meters, and then it faded into nothingness.

Physically, at least.

Sam’s sensors immediately lit-up with activity. “We’re on.” She called to her
squadmates. Her cockpit canopy swirled with dull color and light: soon both Justin and
Chenine’s faces took shape against the crystal shield.

“Bingo.” She smiled triumphantly. “We’ve got contact with the AS-Scan, but our
transmission delay is gonna be about fifteen seconds or so.”

“Better than fifteen minutes or so.” Justin noted.
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Moments later the center of Sam’s canopy swirled with color as well: Sven
Wraith’s face took shape between her squadmates’ faces:

“I assume you want ‘point’ on this one, Samantha. What’s your ETA to
Ceresland, then?”

“Well, the Love is our rate-limiting factor. Once we tap our Gossamer drives I’d
say about 250 minutes or so. That’s if 'you want us to stay together: the Gazer and I could
scout ahead and—"

“Negative. You’ll maintain formation for the duration of the journey.” The Aryl
leaned forward: his granite face nearly eclipsed Justin and Chenine’s. “What’s your
planned route?”

Sam shrugged: “At our current position Ceres’ relative velocity is about 6 km/s
and retreating, so I plan on making a bee-line and coming up on its ass. Regional
Command wanted us there fast, after all—"

“Negative again: [ want you to arc the approach vector: hit the EO ahead of Ceres
and make your advance on its leading edge.”

Sam blinked. “But that’ll take longer, Aryl.”

“But it keeps our Raidens out of Ceres’ Thanatos Tail.” Justin explained.

Sam sneered: “Aryl: we can approach a stellar body though that kind of
interference. I’'m more than capable of doing that: I’ve surfed through Thanatos Tails
dozens of times!”

Wraith shook his head: “I’m not questioning your abilities, Captain: I'm giving
you an order, and you will follow it. The Hybrids will not pass through Ceres’ Thanatos
Tail. Is that clear?”

“But why, Aryl?”

Justin narrowed his eyes to slits: “Because the spirit is willing, but the flesh is
weak. Isn’t that right, Aryl?”

Wraith’s expression changed: his lips perched in surprise, but then his face
became cold once again:

“You are exactly correct, Lieutenant.”

“l know I am, R-L.”

Sam leaned back in her chair: she wasn’t prepared for this kind of combativeness
between Justin and Wraith. The Aryl himself didn’t appear prepared for it, either, because
he soon terminated their communication altogether.

Thirty minutes later— with their course plotted and all Raidens hurtling across the
shimmering gold river of counter-current space— the pilots had some time to themselves.
Communications were wonky in ‘skimland’ and any ship-to-ship conversations were
plagued with distortion and static, so everyone maintained radio silence.

Samantha dozed in her chair until she felt a sagging pressure on her upper legs.

“You, again...” She mumbled.

The child on Sam’s lap rested one boot-clad foot on the Typer’s thigh. She
supported an arm on bent knee, and her other leg dangled lazily off to one side. The girl
was 8-years-old, or thereabouts, but her unnatural facial features belied any accurate
estimate: the child’s big, shrewd eyes were blood red— not that sorry pale pink seen in
human albinos, but rea/ red like the crimson flesh of a pomegranate. Her hair was drawn
tight behind her scalp and clipped short for a little girl’s; it lay cinched up in a tiny
ponytail. The color of the child’s hair, too, was abnormal. She was a strawberry blonde,
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but her fiery bangs were far too luminous for natural hair: they didn’t just reflect her
hair’s color, but rather shone with their own latent radiance.

I guess she lathers-up with plutonium shampoo...

“...or you’ve got a leak in your fusion reactor.” The child smirked.

“You’ve changed your appearance since last time,” Sam noted. “Can’t you pick a
look and stick with it?”” She lay back down against her seat. “It’s bad enough I have to
suffer these hallucinations: why did I have to get stuck with an illusion that can’t even
pin-down what it thinks it should look like?”

The girl shook her head. “I’m done with all that changing, now. I kinda like this
look, don’t you?”

“You look like a cross between a pre-tween vampire and a harpy nestling.”

The child crossed her arms and sneered. “Well, luckily I don’t really give a fuck
what you think.”

“Watch your mouth.” Sam chided. “If I’'m gonna be haunted by a phantom kiddie
I’d rather not have her swearing like a sailor.”

“Spank me, then.” The child’s laughing red eyes glowed with defiance.

Samantha looked down at the giant black combat boot on her thigh: it was easily
twice the width of the child’s ankle and covered with buckles, straps and miscellaneous
pockets and compartments. The grossly-oversized footwear reminded Sam of her early
days in SPAR, when she actually wore boots that could hold the equivalent of a lady’s
handbag each.

“The boots are a nice touch, though.” She admitted.

The kid snickered to herself. “You would think so, wouldn’t ya?”

Sam flicked the giant zipper of one boot: two of big glass balls were attached to
the metal bracket, sparkling with a mysterious green luster.

“What’s with that?”

The girl bounced her free leg up and down: an identical set of balls jangled on the
other boot as well:

“I’m allowed to have nice things, aren’t [?”

“Jewelry?” Sam shrugged. “Tch! Reminds me of myself a little: when I got out of
basic training I’d learned not to mess around with girly trinkets— not that I ever cared
that much for them in the first place— but after my indoctrination I stopped dolling
myself up altogether. I even replaced the zippers on my combat boots with an old pair of
my—"’

“—favorite earrings.” The girl nodded.

Sam rolled her eyes and put her head to one side. “Ah, yes. I forgot that I'm
dealing with a—"

“—figment of your—"

“—imagination and that there’s no point—"

“—telling boring stories to me and expecting me to be interested.”

Samantha opened her eyes and glowered at the child:

“For my own imagination, you’re really pushing it, kid.”

The red-eyed girl sank down on Sam’s lap, Indian-style. She rested her chin in her
palms and looked out the starboard canopy window. The Raiden wobbled and droned
softly as it careened through a sea of strange shapes and swirling colors.

“Wanna play ‘I Spy’?” She craned her neck, hopeful.
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“I want to sleep, kiddo. And, no offense, but when I wake up I really don’t want
you to be there.”

The child’s pointy baby-teeth parted in a malicious grin:

“I can do you one better, you know.”

Sam winced as she felt a great lightness on her legs— a weight disappeared— and
when she opened her eyes there was no little girl in her lap: she was alone in the cockpit
of the Platinum Heart.

III.

“That’s new.” Justin observed.

“Huh?” Quint sat on one of the pilot’s knees. The kid’s legs were bunched up
against the center console. His tennis shoes rested atop the ship’s sleek metallic control
panel but, of course, they didn’t scuff-up the polished finish.

“That necklace: isn’t it new?”

“Mmm. Yeah.” The child’s shoulders were hunched forward; all his concentration
was focused on the Love’s main monitor where a virtual chessboard resided.

Justin fingered one of the glassy green beads that dotted the child’s throat. The
strange, misty orbs were linked together on a thin string.

“It’s tight for a necklace, isn’t it?”” He grasped one bead and gently pulled it:
Quint’s neck arched back in response. “It’s more of a—"

“——collar than a necklace. Yeah: I know. It itches me, too...” The boy pointed at a
square on the chessboard: “There, there: move my bishop!”

Justin dutifully touched the monitor and moved the phantom child’s chess piece to
the desired location. “Why would you wanna wear something so uncomfortable?”

“It’s not my choice.”

Justin arched an eyebrow. “Of course it isn’t. Is it mine, then? Because if I'm
fantasizing about little kids wearing collars then I might have more problems than I
realize...”

“No: it wasn’t your choice, either.” Quint shook his head.

Justin moved his queen diagonally across the board and captured the child’s
bishop. This made Quint’s rosy red lips part in a grin: he brought his rook up into the
opening left by the queen’s absence.

“Check.” He beamed. “And mate in one move.”

Justin said a very naughty word.

“At least you lasted longer than two moves this time.”

Justin scrunched his face: “How the heck can I suck this bad against myself?”

“You say that I’'m your ‘survival instinct’, right? Well: I’ve just got more of a
drive to survive, I guess. That, and you hold on to your pieces way too long.”

“And you indiscriminately sacrifice yours.” Justin retorted. “It’s almost like you
enjoy loosing them.”

“The king is all that matters: everything else around it is just water.”

“Fodder.”

“Whatever.” Quint swiveled around and faced the pilot. “You should have
brought your knight in to challenge my rook.”

“Tch! Right: and then my queen would be dead in the water.”
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“It was the right move. A queen sacrifice would’ve killed my mate and put
pressure on my defense: you could’ve force my king out of hiding. The queen stands
alone: it’s not what’s really important. It’s the king that matters: the king is kind of like
‘self’, you know? Everything other piece on the board that you have power over should
be used to further your own protection and goals, either through using it to attack or by
sacrificing it. You’re way too reluctant to sacrifice the things that aren’t ‘self’: it’s not the
proper way to do things if you want to continue.”

“But you’re way too eager to make that kind of sacrifice.” Justin accused.

Quint smirked. “I won, didn’t [?”

The pilot grunted in annoyance. Justin hung his head to one side and stared out
the canopy. The shimmering, distorted frame of the Chaste Gazer met his emerald eyes.

Quint followed the Typer’s gaze. “You’re thinking about Ceres, aren’t you?
Communications are still down: no one’s answering, like there’s no one around to talk to
us at all. What do you think we’re gonna find out there, huh?”

“I dunno.” Justin smiled “Why: are you nervous?”

“No!” The boy pouted and crossed his arms. “I’m just interested.”

“Me, too.” Justin admitted with a nod. “As a matter of fact, I’'m feeling very
‘interested’ right now...”

IVv.

The Chaste Gazer’s cockpit swayed and vibrated with the comforting roll of a
washing machine. Chenine turned on her side and sighed.

‘Delicate’ cycle: warm wash and no second spin, please...

She really hated these trips through counter-current space. Chenine loathed the
concept of ‘skimming’ from the minute she got her GOSIMR engine installed, but lately
she found herself growing quite fond of them. For one thing she was doing it more often,
since their squad no longer seemed to be as earthbound as they had been. Aryl Wraith
was more inclined to loan his pilots out for trans-planetary patrols these days, and for
Chenine familiarity breeds contentment: she now dealt with the trans-dimensional
highway as easily as a passenger on a subway car.

With the added benefit of not having a trashed-out cabin and urine-soaked
floorboards...

Chenine pulled her legs up onto the seat cushion; she wrapped her gloved hands
over the breastplate of her Class-III spacesuit. The girl’s eyelashes flittered a few times,
and then she sank down into a foggy doze. She shivered twice very faintly as she lay
curled up in the wobbly cabin.

Two minutes later a small pressure against her chest forced the girl up like a
puma: Chenine cried in surprise and whipped her body against the port side of her cabin.
A second, much smaller body went careening in the opposite direction: a wire-thin child
impacted the starboard control panels. The bleached and tattered fringes of her pink
nightgown disappeared as she tumbled beyond the dark footrests.

“Rrrgh!” The Ketoni snarled into the darkness, and finding nothing there she
whipped her head around as far as her mask would turn: a pair of myrtle-green eyes
stared at her from the rear cockpit compartment. The Gazer’s Impingement Factor
display provided the faintest of glows; it illuminated the pale white face of a young girl,

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.



Fool’s Mate 9

her sagging nightgown nearly slipping off a set of bony, gaunt shoulder blades. The child
clutched a small doll in her lap: it was a tattered bunny rabbit with mottled fur and torn
patching where a nose might once have been stitched. The only remarkable things about
the stuffed toy were the eyes: two giant crystal orbs were literally stuffed into the critter’s
hollowed sockets. A strange green mist swirled within them. It didn’t give the toy any
semblance of life, but imparted a much more oppressive and creepy vibe.

“You were cold.” The girl explained.

“Space is cold. And whatever I’'m feeling doesn’t really concern you.”

“Doesn’t it?” The little child looked down at the tuft of her rabbit’s tail, then back
up at Chenine: “I— I disagree.” The fragile girl shook her head. She spoke in the faintest
of whispers and clutched her rabbit doll tight with twig-like arms.

“It’s not your place to disagree with me, is it?”

“I suppose not.” The little girl stared at her bare toes.

Chenine squeezed her eyes shut and wagged her head back and forth.

Your head, girl: your head...

“Get... it... on... straight!”

When she opened her eyes again the emaciated child was gone, bunny rabbit and
all.

V.

Ceres is a real dump.

That’s a crude summary of the dwarf planet’s importance in the Solar System, but
it’s accurate. Before the advent of the Bydo War this lonely piece of rock lacked any
semblance of life, an atmosphere, water, interesting minerals or even amusing rock
formations. The only properties this miserable celestial body possessed to distinguish it
from the rest of the Asteroid Belt were its size (an impressive 1000 kilometers at the
equator) and its shape: spherical, like a proper planet and not oblong like a common
asteroid or comet.

But a worthless piece of rock— be it large and spherical— is still a worthless
piece of rock. Before the year 2069 Ceres wasn’t even on Earth’s radar: it was the black
sheep of the planetoid family, and due to its lack of strategic or scientific importance it
seemed fated to be ignored forever.

Then along came the Kuiper Mass.

The first Mass to assault the Earth did so with the Bydo’s trademark senselessness
and ruthlessness, but it was unique: there were deviations in its behavior that haven’t
been seen since. For one thing the Kuiper Mass was destroyed in foto— Core and all—
and its hollowed shell lingers on the fringes of the Solar System (but we’ve been over this
before). Equally unique was the Mass’s battle strategy: it created the ‘Legion’
incarnation.

Crossing dimensional boundaries is no trifle, and the physics of good old
‘Dimension 1’ are rather different from those of Dimension 26. Simply put, our region of
space appears to be much, much younger than the Bydo’s homeland. Little is known
about the history and pre-Bydo conditions of Dimension 26 (assuming there was a time
when the Bydo didn’t exist there) but some facts are apparent: the stars are scattered thin,
and most are red and sickly, a dying class of metal-poor stars known as Population III’s.
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Basically, the theory is that Dimension 26 is in advanced entropy: its stars had long ago
ejected all their heavy minerals into space, leaving the once hot and energy-rich suns
deathly cold. The vacuum between them is now laden with heavy metals and the universe
itself continues to fade away in the last throes of thermal equilibrium (or, put another
way, Dimension 26 is suffering a ‘heat-death’. That sounds much more impressive,
doesn’t it?).

In any event, all this appears to have been mooted after the formation of the Great
Communion: the Bydo created an artificial celestial body by rapid proliferation. They
gobbled up metal from the nutrient-rich interstellar vacuum and then siphoned-off the
remaining stars’ light. As their colony grew supermassive it grew dense, and as it grew
dense it grew hot, and as it grew hot it became a power source unto itself: a ‘planet’ of
organic matter that grew into a ‘sun’, and a sun of organic matter that grew into a whole
god-damned nebula. In other words, the universe scattered all its energy to the four
corners of creation, but the Bydo Empire picked up the pieces and brought them back
together once again.

Scientists only speculate about what exactly lies at the center of that hot soup they
call the Communion: is it simply a solid core of rock and metal, or perhaps an unending
inferno of plasma energy? Neo-religious yahoos and their gullible flocks adopted the
belief that the Great Communion surrounds the passage to Heaven itself and that the
Bydo— as spiritual moochers— survive by siphoning energy off God’s holy light.

The most credible theory put forth so far has the Communion surrounding a dying
supergiant star giving off a massive amount of energy from an overactive solar wind.
Bydo Labs calls this the “Wolf-Rayet’ hypothesis, and if a Wolf-Rayet star does exist in
the center of Bydo space then it would provide the creatures all the energy they would
ever need: even after the sun’s eventual demise into a ‘collapsar’ it would go supernova
and disintegrate into a black hole, complete with a series of unpredictable and
intermittent gamma ray bursts. These events would unleash more than enough energy to
keep the Great Communion toasty for thousands of years to come (at the same time this
process would vaporize an inconceivable amount of flesh, but given the Bydo’s
reproductive processes the amount would be, in effect, infinitesimal). Like deep-sea tube
worms colonizing a hot thermal vent, the Bydo should have access to a staggering
amount of energy.

Any analogy between Dimension 26 and Dimension 1 is, however, just that. The
Bydo discovered this when they first used their powers to cross the dimensional
boundary: the first incarnations launched from the Kuiper Mass were clumsy and
awkward and just barely held together at all, like model airplanes stuck together with spit
instead of glue. Of course there were millions of them, and the Bydo philosophy has
always been quantity-over-quality, but it was apparent that the Empire was taken aback
by the conditions of our homeland: a Solar System in its youth, and not one in an
advanced state of decay.

The ‘Legion’ incarnation perfectly illustrates their confusion: it was a Core-
bearing creature, and therefore it was an Outer-Parameter-Incarnation, but it was very,
very unlike any other Opie ever made. For one thing it was big. Make that very big: over
a hundred-times the size of a regular Opie, but due to the shoddiness of its design it was
only about four-times as powerful (and, if you haven’t already guessed, its abilities were
set as the benchmark for measuring the power of a modern ‘legion’ of incarnations).
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Legion was released along with the third incarnation-wave assault, sent hurtling
down into the Solar center from the dark regions of the Kuiper Belt. Along the way,
however, the massive creature dropped out of skimland and slowed its approach: while it
had been coming for Earth, something else was coming for iz, and this something else
was moving lightning fast through counter-current space. The ‘something else’ in
question was the R-9A Arrowhead: the first Raiden produced. Legion met the Arrowhead
head-on in the Ceres orbital, and a battle was waged amongst the floating gravestones of
asteroids. ..

After a brief pause in its journey the R-9A continued forward in its mission to
destroy the Kuiper Mass.

Legion was left in the void, shattered and broken beyond repair. After a time the
two severed pieces of the leviathan were pulled into the influence of Ceres’ orbit. One of
the chunks— the severely deformed ‘head’— impacted the celestial body with the force
of a 10-megaton bomb. The result was a fusion of the two bodies: the skeletal frame of
Legion jutted from the spherical planetoid. It came to rest as an oversized mountain,
laden with half-alive Bydo ‘moss’—flesh that hitchhiked upon Legion from the innards
of the Kuiper Mass that bore it.

The other half of Legion suffered a more interesting fate: this part was a semi-
spherical body thought to have contained the incarnation’s Core. The massive casing was
somehow intact but inert: if a Core ever existed within this part of Legion then it was
quite dead, now. The metal sphere fell into a stable orbit with Ceres; it had just enough
mass to affect the planetoid’s rotation and, along with the cataclysmic impact of the other
part of Legion, it altered Ceres’ rotational inertia so much that Ceres is now in tidal-lock
with the Sun. In other words the planetoid doesn’t really spin at all: one side always faces
the sun and the other side always faces in opposite direction, towards its new sister in the
sky. This new artificial satellite was named ‘Consus’.

The dark, leeward side of Ceres contains the deformed remains of the Legion
head. The immature flesh that hitchhiked on the deceased incarnation took root, and over
time wormed itself down into the rocky core of the planetoid itself. Down in the cold
depths the struggling Bydo colony created a ‘false-Core’ of densely-packed flesh, heated
to a modest degree and fed by an inverted-root system that was extended away from the
colony. This extension just barely broke the surface of Ceres and took up residence on the
dark side of the sphere, where the deadly light of the unimpeded Sun could never touch it.

The Midnight Forest was born.

Years later the Allied Military would undertake Operation ‘Burn and Bury’, the
aptly-named initiative to obliterate any remnants of the Bydo Masses that invaded the
Solar System, from lost armies of incarnations all the way down to the tiniest piece of
slime secreted about an asteroid or moon. ‘B ‘n B’ is an ongoing plan, of course, which
can never officially end until the Masses themselves stop coming to Dimension 1, but it
has seen humans travel from the closest tendrils of the sun all the way out to the lonely
fringes of the Scattered Disc to achieve its objectives. The Midnight Forest, however, was
an exception.

Bydo Labs wanted to take the opportunity to study this struggling colony of flesh
in detail. During the Dissympathy Operation Ceres was of pivotal importance in
generating the Flash-Cancer toxin, but the Labs lobbied to have the actual production
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apparatus installed on the sunward side of the sphere, where the Midnight Forest would
not be affected by the lethal Thanatos Tail.

The Labs themselves set up a large research facility on the sloping edge of a
precipice near the day-night boundary. An ambitious project was undertaken by the
current Labs Chief: an attempt to manipulate the very growth of the forest itself. The
rationale was that— assuming a Bydo colony’s development could be guided by the
hands of men—the species certainly wasn’t as omnipotent as believed. Either way the
value of research would be priceless. As the Midnight Forest was already struggling to
survive, the Labs found it quite receptive to outside influence.

The first breakthrough came when the colony was coaxed into feeding on carbon
dioxide, readily provided by the research station. The next breakthrough came when the
Bydo foliage started expelling oxygen. After a time the tightly-wound ‘Core’ at the
planetoid’s center began to increase Ceres’ gravitational pull. It could do this according
to the CAT principal, or ‘Core Attraction Theory’, which is a property of tightly-coiled
Bydo flesh that gives it stronger-than-usual attractive abilities. This was first seen during
the Cataclysm: after the False Moon impacted Earth the final damning nail in our species’
coffin— a dreaded ‘nuclear winter’— never materialized. Most of the soil and rock
ejected into the atmosphere during the collision boomeranged back down into the impact
crater because of the strong attractive force of the shattered Core. This effectively
safeguarded against the extinction of all mammalian- life on the Blue Marble (including
humans) and in Ceres the CAT has done something equally wondrous: five years ago the
cold little rock developed an appreciable atmosphere.

It would be a stretch to call Ceres ‘terraformed’, but surface conditions eventually
became human-friendly, and while the rocky wasteland was certainly not Earth-like in
any respect it was possible for a human to survive the terrain, provided one’s exposure
was brief— on the order of 24 hours, and generally no more than that. The heat rising
through the ground from the false-Core warmed the planet to just above freezing, and in
Ceresland— where the day-night boundary exists— those temperatures can reach a
downright-toasty 15 degrees Celsius.

The few humans to tread on Ceres were still relegated to the research center until
scientists finally figured out how to create an induced magnetic field around a planetary
body (that was a no-brainer: the details of that discovery are far too mundane to go into
here). The man-made magnetic field greatly reduced the amount of cosmic radiation
hammering the surface, but didn’t stop it outright. Of course, any mutations in a body’s
DNA can be cleansed through just a few hours in a Karat Pool.

Today the twin system of Ceres and its sister Consus has developed a reasonably
stable orbital pattern. Ceres is definitely the big sister: her mass is seven-times greater
than the barren wasteland of Consus. The sloping, rocky terrain along Ceres’ day-night
boundary was named ‘Ceresland’ to distinguish it from the Bydo-infested region within
the dark hemisphere, the Midnight Forest. The great Bydo forest in the darkness below
remains under the care— or rather the control— of the Ceresland Research Station, a
special branch of Bydo Labs dedicated to understanding, cataloguing, and manipulating
the great diversity of life within the dark forest. Ceres is, therefore, a vital center of
research and development in the escalating conflict that is the Bydo Wars.

Facts are facts, however, and nothing can change this one simple truth:

Ceres is a real dump.
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VI

“Now that is interesting...”

Justin fired his retrorockets and the Platonic Love slowly descended into a knobby
jungle of exotic-looking plants. Most were nondescript with black colored bark to match
the night sky, though several bore strange sacs on their branches and trunks that pulsed
with ruddy color. Vines were everywhere— ugly, browned things with massive black
thorns— and the entire horizon of diseased foliage bore a nasty semblance of death,
loneliness, and decay.

But it wasn’t really dead: it was all very much alive.

The part Justin found ‘interesting’ though was certainly not alive: there was a
narrow trench carved out along a straight line where no trees stood, and the ground bore
almost no undercover. The rocky terrain beneath the Midnight Forest was fully-exposed,
and the area stood out like a sore thumb.

It was strikingly odd, but it was also an excellent landing pad.

Justin ripped his seatbelts off as soon as he landed and wriggled out of the thin
Class-I spacesuit; his trademark black Leifde suit lay underneath, complete with that
narrow heart-design training down the front of his body like a red streak of symmetry.

“It’s— it’s quite an odd place, isn’t it?” Quint commented.

Justin glanced at the little boy while yanking medical tubes out of his body. The
boy’s head was facing the window, one hand pressed against the crystal shield. All Justin
could see of him was a faint reflection in the canopy; it distorted the child’s features.
Even Quint’s big, wide eyes appeared to wax with a strange yellow light, like the
kindling of a fireplace.

“0dd? Maybe. But ‘evil’ is the word I’d use.” He yanked a small IV out of his
neck and smiled. “Wish me luck, kid?”

Quint looked at Justin, his blue eyes troubled and his little face somber: “You
should be careful.”

“I always am.” Justin closed his eyes and assaulted the Platonic Love with his
mind. He sent the ship a stern command:

Piss off!

The link between Justin’s metal-studded spine and his Raiden disintegrated.
When he opened his eyes again he was, of course, alone in the cockpit.

The surface’s low gravity, in addition to his cramping muscles, threw Justin for a
loop as he emerged from the Love: he managed to trip on his dismount ladder. Justin
bounced on the fine dirt beneath him and clutched his stomach with one hand.

“Ulgh!”

Sam was already waiting for him:

“You’re ‘spacesick again’, huh?” She grinned.

“And dead-tired of the jokes.”

“You’re really nauseous? Haven’t you had your guts ‘kinked’ before?”

Justin got to one knee and growled: “Yeah, and it’s not the kinking that gets me:
it’s when the knots are untied...”

Chenine approached the pair. She’d taken the longest time to wriggle out of her
massive Class-III spacesuit. The girl’s jaw moved up and down in rhythmic motion.
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“Is that a ‘kickstarter’?” Sam asked.

Chenine nodded.

“Terrific. Mind if | have one?”

The Ketoni girl reached into a satchel pocket on her waist and produced a small
pile of gum in multi-colored wrappers. Samantha fingered through the pile until she
found a suitable candidate:

“‘Pink lemonade’.” She grinned. “Can’t beat that.” She motioned to Justin: “Give
little Fiver one, too: his Raiden’s chemical-support system appears to disagree with him.”

Justin surveyed Chenine’s outstretched hand:

“What flavor are the darker ones?”

“Chocolate.”

He blinked: “Cocoa substitute?”

“No: it’s real.”

“You’ve got real chocolate?” Sam struggled with the Platinum Heart’s external
sto