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Naked From the Nest

The morning sun blazed on the horizon like a cold diamahég light danced
playfully on the warm sea. Chenine Chovert pursed psr Ibunging motionless in the
cockpit of her ship.

“This is theChaste Gazent is 0618 hours on the seventeenth of May. Raiden
status: nominal. Fuel cell: nominal. Absolute power: 83guert Chenine reached
around behind her seat and consulted a lone monitor setfraypa all others. Her milky
blue eyes glinted lazily in the dark cockpit. “ImpingemEattor is times 1.08”

The pilot lay back in her seat, fully reclined. Sheswery nearly supine, and even
though her legs were pinned uncomfortably between heasdahe ship’s consoles
Chenine made no move to adjust her position. It was ps#tibe cockpit was far too
small, and the pilot’s space far too cramped, for anysoreaof comfort. She wasn't
complaining, and in all fairness she didn’t really ¢caither, but it was an observation.

The silver-haired pilot narrowed her eyes and shieldeabe from the rising
sun, which was beginning to stream in through the slitsrodide panels. She had
covered the baseline statistics for the ship, now ¢ tivae to send off her approach
report to the silent, listening ears at Base-10 as theyedaher frequency from across
two hundred miles of blue water.

“The operation to the station at Mount Olivier wasamplished at 1830 hours
yesterday. The twenty excess fuel cell chargers fronbase were exchanged for the
items we had requested. | have the shipping and exchangestaihboard.” Her voice
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was even and monotonous. Before she could continuet aoice filled the cockpit and
cut her off:

“This is Base-10 command, senior branch. What is thesstd the cargo?”

“The items we have requested are-"

“This frequency is scrambled and secure, Miss Choventetno need for
euphemisms.” This was a new voice, scratchy and steepmgatience. An invisible
smile graced Chenine’s lips: that would be the base’sSRen Wraith himself. She
pictured him, sitting in his command office with a cigegeh hand; a haze of smoke
hanging around him like an aura.

“Understood, sir.” She docilely replied. “As requestenh tarrying the five type-
B control rods on board in their liquid gel housing units-"

Sven'’s voice was on top of hers. “What’s conditidrthose housing units?”

“They can contain the matter in the rods for alandther 195 minutes.”

A slight pause. “No more than that?”

Now it was Chenine’s turn to pause. She rechecked hgo caonitor. “I don'’t
think so,” she emotionlessly opined. “at least, thatisit the quartermaster told me.”

There was a longer pause on the air. Chenine was ttawg sip. It was against
protocol for an R-Type ship to be contacted directly fitsnbase on return (that was the
reason for the pilots’ approach reports), but the bre&agphotocol didn’t concern this
pilot. In fact, Chenine was usually unfazed by irregulactysurprises. She thought they
were interesting. Her eyes were just as sleepy ndawegshad been minutes ago.

Finally a decision came from the base. Another vademale technician at
command ops, came on the line: “Pilot, increase yausttby 70 percent and expect
clearance for docking bay R-B, inferior level, th&'$3, on your arrival.”

She cocked her head, ever so slightly. “My currertudi is 100 feet above sea
level. If | drive the ship that hard I'll generate shoeke damage to the surface. |
recommend-"

Wraith was back on the line. “Forget that nonsenselré exempt from the
protocols for marine-life defense for the moment. Therjpy is speedy arrival. Now:
accelerate Chenine.”

She didn’t say anything. The sun’s rising light swam d¢kerocean, streaming
into the cockpit and bathing her slim face in radiant wieiss. She tapped a couple of
panels on her main monitor. A ruddy red flash illuminatedgcreen. Chenine’s vision
momentarily blurred and her stomach did a little sométrsBlien everything was as
before, except now she was moving at a ludicrous ratpesd.

Chenine reclined in her chair again and closed her eyeRIHeimpatience and
curtness were relatively normal, but that sense géney he displayed was not. Nor was
it normal for command ops to break their radio silentéer approach, violating
protocol.

But if Chenine had any curiosity about such things, it migmal at best. As it
was, she commented on the occurrence with a single arat returned to her light doze.

“Interesting...” she said as she folded her arms acrassidsection and closed
her eyes.

Sven Wraith, the RL of Base-10, was sitting in hisceffcigarette in hand, with a
haze of smoke surrounding him like an aura.
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Outside in command ops Lieutenant Laura Hayle was olnthevith the pilot of
the Chaste GazenWraith called to her: “Tell Miss Chovert to approathheLove’s
docking station and inform the receiving crews to colleetddrgo there. They can put
theLove’sreplacement rod into it immediately.”

“And what about the remaining cargo, sir?” the lieuterasked.

Wraith shook his head. “The crew has prescribed ordetbdarest of the cargo.
Don’t concern yourself with it” he said simply, andhvé note of finality.

It was hot and unbearably muggy in Base-10’s docking ringastatways hot
and muggy in this Spartan, metal hull, but in the R-sadtiwas always the worst. The
base’s R-Type units were housed far away from the getheeathat comprised the bulk
of Base-10's force, in a little-used section, andatinsed that the air conditioning units
were accordingly poor.

Justin Storm stared out the small docking ring windowingdmngingly at the
salty sea water on the horizon. He marveled at hovkiyuice sea had recovered. Right
after the Bydo’s Great Assault the ocean had lookedhliéead field of graphite, but
now, only 20 years after the False Moon’s impactoiteans were becoming blue again.
Of course the water was still unfit for humans, dtedatures. He thought of the station’s
desalinization plant, which was of course not working.

Then he thought about the 450 gallons of freshwatemtaatdue from th€haste
Gazer He kept staring at the still seawater outside. Jugmcomically reminded of a
grade-school rhyme:

Water, water everywhere, but not a drop to drink

Suddenly there was a quick flash by the window, followed tograendous
shockwave blast; it rattled Justin’s teeth even aavieled through the thick armor
plating of the ring. Justin’s ears rang for several sdsa@fter it had passed.

“Holy God,” he steadied himself on a railing as the eai&d down. “What the
hell wasthat?”

Behind him a small, bearded man had been hammering oty i, other pipe
pieces lay scattered around him. He had the appearaaadn@lrf, or maybe even a
gnome. His looks were comical, but with his seriousgtiaed face, few people would
express that sentiment to him directly. He answerednhJusfiiestion without looking up.
“That’ll be Chenine coming home.”

Justin looked incredulous. “Tl&azef? Pyotr, you're telling méhat was Chenine
‘coming home’? You mean that friggin’ blur?”

The old mechanic sighed, as if addressing a small chikayCo specify: that
was Chenine coming home like a bat out of hell...”

“How the hell can you be sure?”

The gnomish man looked hard at Justin with biting eyesugh his thin
spectacles. “I've worked on tuning that ship’s enginedoioger than you've been a
certified pilot, Mister Storm,” he spat, “and thatew | know.”

Justin conceded the point. “She’s gotta be carrying goe®ous cargo to be
hauling like that. | couldn’t guess how fast that was...”

“Mach times 2.5” Pyotr said matter-of-factly. “and wl@ you like to know the
rate of deceleration?”
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Justin shook his head in annoyance. It was always sifgeso know if Pyotr
Frieze was bullshitting or not. Since coming to BaseJu6tin had learned that it was
best to accept Pyotr’'s judgment in technical matters,llyduecause he was right.

“I tell you, there’s less salt in the ocean than pbnm those engines of yours.”

“Hmmm.” Justin agreed, absentmindedly. Then his thougéte drawn back to
one very important subject: water. He jumped up fronraiiemg and hopped over to the
transfer carriage, nestled against the back wall ofitige “Chenine’s bringing some real,
high-quality HO from Mount Olivier: you wanna hit it?”

Not looking up from his work, Pyotr shook his head. “Usrxets of Base-10 do
just fine with the stuff that comes out of the synttgefplant: it’s just you newbie babies
that need the other stuff. Besides, these god-damned fesl anb in a terrible mess, and
| can’t even start refitting th&azerwithout fixing them first.”

“Suit yourself.” He replied curtly and took the transtarriage down to docking
bay R-A. Atfter finding that bay empty he scratched higiiefore suddenly brightening.

She’s gone to my docking bay: that means there’s something speciatardwer
for theLove...

“Computer, let’s go to bay R-B.”

Fifteen floors above the docking ring, in Central Qpsre were warning lights
flashing and a loud buzzer ringing. The relative calm otthmamand station was
replaced with the fast-paced buzz of emergency protocol.

“Laura, cut those noises off.” Sven ordered as he lingmea the control deck
from his adjoining office. The alarms ceased, and the mmises in ops were the
scrambling of technicians, the mad clicking of dexterous fingersontrol panels, and
the steady ‘thump... thump... thump’ of Sven’s black cane appeoached Laura
Hayle’s workstation.

“What'’s the situation, Lieutenant?”

“We just got peppered with an active-system scan. Base4it gbtminutes ago,
and Mount Olivier reports the same phenomenon 33 mingtes$ a

Wraith's steely lower jaw clenched, but his eyes raeedistoic. “Why didn't we
get this information from the other bases sooner?”

Another technician from across the room replied: ‘4B, scan is moving from 45
degrees NNE, from the direction of the other two bas@gs obscuring transmission of
their radio signals before it hit us.”

“And now it’'s moved past us, on out into the open oc¢daautenant Hayle
finished.

Sven leaned down near Laura, his cane nearly entamghest long blond locks.
“What is the organization strength of the signal?”

Hayle looked behind her, startled that RL Wraith would aggindher so closely,
or at least not expecting it. Wraith’s soft voice lieg that he expected a soft response
from her. “Sir, I'm extrapolating a source... the origirocated within 5 AU of the solar
center. Direction... is 36 degrees planar, mark naught...” [sbhae eyes blazed with
concentration as she studied her monitor. “The sosraaspecified, but it's coming
from somewhere in the area of the Jovian moons.”

“Jupiter...” the technician to Laura’s right added with ai@ould they really
appear that close?”
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“What is theorganizationof the signal, lieutenant?” Sven repeated impatiently.

“Particle scatter is 2,000 parts per million; refinemeriow. It's pretty wide and
disorganized, sir. The focus of that scan was neatrly nil

“Hmph.” Sven grunted, thinking quietly to himself.

Lieutenant Hayle was far less stoic than the What'’s there to think about?
That's anactivesystem scan from@npointsource. Organized or not, there’s only one
thing that could hit us like this... The RL has got to kwbwat this is...

“Cancel alert status and maintain nominal base comditicSven ordered.

“...Sir...?" Hayle asked, incredulous.

“You heard me, Lieutenant.”

“Shouldn’t we put the primary engagement fleet on standimgan, they’re still
out in the Lone Islands, and the target could be planniegr in hot. It's possible that
they could even be moving on-"

Sven looked at her dangerously. “That signal is pathitiséde-ranged, girl, and
weak. Assuming we have contact with a target, we deetl to wet ourselves. It gains
nothingfrom that scan. All it's done is confirmed that we lansare still here on Earth,
andit’s given its location away in the meantime. Wé&#lep channels open and accept
orders from the joint superior commadheywill call for us, if needed.”

“Wraith!” A loud voice bellowed from behind. Base Commander Ranght
pushed his way past busy technicians to confront the RL.

Sven smiled to himself. This was just one of the urgaletries of his assignment.
He purposely kept odd hours at Command Ops to avoid thedstimbommander.

“Wraith, you're completely out of your God-damned mingiati’'re thinking
about keeping the base at normal status after that kiactigity.” The 60-something
commander sneered at the RL over his bushy white moest&#ems | can’t leave this
place for a minute without you slithering into thingsttthan’'t concern you...”

“Again, assuming we have contact with a target, and e@atr undedirect
attack, Commander, a first-alert status requires our gmincurrence.”

“The hell it does, Wraith. We’ve got the bulk of our fesoout at Isla Lian, and
theyneedto be recalled.” Faught was visibly irate at Svefttisuale, as well as his ice-
cold demeanor. The Commander was of an old-school militamd, using calm when
appropriate, and rage when needed. But the RL was a twifédlyent story. Wraith was
neverangry, nor was he ever visibly pleased or even segnrtavhile in Command Ops.
His casual detachment and rigid, snakelike stubbornnessonigreome of the reasons
that Faught distrusted and disliked the base’s Raiden-Leader

Wraith didn’t even turn to face Faught. “Commander, untlirect threat to the
station presents itself, or until superior command orglmugto act, the base Raiden-
Leader has joint say in raising the alert level: asayl cooler heads will prevail.”

“And just what in God’s name is your basis for refusirgeaeral alert? A blind
man can see that the Bydo are knocking on the door!” Téssthe first time ‘that word’
had been used in the control room. Its effect was il sudden silence filled the
bustling Ops room.

The RL turned to face the commander. Even leaning on ledfack cane Sven
Wraith was an imposing presence. The cane should leeweyed vulnerability in the
32-year-old RL, but it did not. His face, with a jagged whitar down the left side, was
stern and severe. He exuded no sign of vulnerabilityf waomth. But he was also not
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frightening; there was no sign of intense cruelty m kthat might put someone on their
guard.

Wraith was most dangerous when he was underestimated.

He was more appeasing now. “Sir, if they're at Juphien they’ve got a ways to
go to get here. They're going to spread out as they appraadtihe defense groupings at
the Belt will likely notbe sufficient. Our forces will be of no use just blindlgsing in at
the Base. Isla Lian is a more practical standby pomydur fleet; it's centralized so they
can easily be sent anywhere quickly. Give the situdiine, and we’ll see what the
target has planned for us.”

Faught bristled his moustache and sneered, towering oraath\WT he tension in
the room was thicker than blood. Wraith was technicallyect as far as protocol was
concerned; heouldquash the deployment orders, and Faught knew it.

God-damned RL’s... them and the damn Raidens they control. They’ll be the
death of us yet...

Faught leaned in to Wraith. “I'm ordering my fightersSecondary Alert status.
If we get a whiff of anything crossing the Belt and even apgining ouhemispherd’m
bringing the very hand of God back to this area, understood?”

Wraith was unemotional. “That’s your prerogative.” Hgdoe tottering away to
his office. “...and probably a good idea, if it comes to that...”

Faught’s sneer intensifiedo hell with them all, RL’andRaidens...

There was a male technician in Ops, sitting two constdes) from Laura Hayle. He had
watched the two men covertly, and he was far more yneiis the situation.

...That scan... Dr. Roont... Is it possible that the Bydo could actually begook
for then?

Docking station R-B was now open to the elements ofrtbing sea. The main
metal canopy was retracted, and down on the inferigiopoof the deck th€haste
Gazerwas being pulled in by sleek metal cranes.

The Gazerwas in many ways a typical-looking Raiden-class spaceshghad a
length of just under 50 meters and a tip-to-tip wingspan on&ers. The entire outside
of the streamlined craft had a pearl-like finish, witime milky impurity that made it
look like a giant carved opal. As with most R-Typesyréiwas room in the small, thin
cockpit for only one pilot (the pilots commonly jokedttRaidens can quite comfortably
seat a person, as long as one has no legs, shouldextsy.

Chenine was two-for-three on that score, and she riaibleed forward to
stretching her spine on the outside of the docking ring.stim was still rising on the
horizon, and she thought she might enjoy watching that.

She was gathering-up her equipment and set her hands cemthygy release
hatch when something strange flooded her senses: heitsiitested as she smelled some
kind of sulpherous burning, the taste of citric acid invausdongue, and intense vertigo
suddenly seized her stomach.

The cockpit lit up with alarm lights and random systems beg#ivating and
deactivating. Although docked, tidhaste Gazewas still fully on and operational, so
Chenine still had a low-level sensational link with the'shsystems. She sank in her seat
as she visualized the disturbance.
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Before her eyes she saw a trillion specks of lighstirlg through the cockpit
canopy. A wall of red-tinted light passed through thatfiaf the ship, over the
instrument panels, up Chenine’s legs and over her midsgbagimng her and the dark
cockpit with malevolent, invisible light. It passed up tleest and head, and then
vanished as it reached the rear of the ship.

It disappeared as it moved on, out into the ocean.

Stunned (but still composed), Chenine didn't react asahepy hissed and cool,
fresh air flooded the cockpit. Several strong hands VWeng the mother-of-pearl
canopy lid off the cockpit. A docking ring technician pokesitiead into the craft, sweat
beading on his head.

“Hey, pilot: you all right in there?” He called. Chaaiwaved him off and
nodded, groggily.

“Miss Chovert!” another voice squeaked from the deck below

Chenine leaned lazily out of the cockpit and looked dowheattooring deck, a
full 15 meters below her. Donald Plinshine, the bay coatdm was staring up at her
with his Coke-bottle glasses glinting and that ever-prtesigoboard in his hand.

“Why didn’t you release the canopy-drop on your ship®' késally voice
permeated the large bay. “Was there a problem withghpment?”

“...no.” she replied, dazed.

While supervising the lowering of ti@&azeronto the mooring deck, Donald
consulted his pad. “We got some... kinda strange readingsyfooir ship a second ago.
Any idea what it was, Miss Chovert?”

Chenine held the side of ti&azertightly as she came down to ground-level, half
of her still inside the cockpit.

“It was something... interesting...” was all she managed. Altaet point, she
proceeded to throw-up all over the side of that pretty sipigl and it took two steady
hands on either side of her to get her off the bagrfand to the toilet, where she
continued vomiting for some time.

RL Wraith was reclined in his chair, locked securely indfice. The only source
of light was from his small desk lamp, which cast egh@dows over the mountains of
semi-ordered paperwork and forms that were strewn al®offfige.

“It's really no good pissing Ronnie off like that, you knowii anonymous voice
crackled from Wraith’s speakerphone. “You don’'t wanteéedliessly antagonize the
man. After all, he is the Base Commander...”

“It's not antagonism, it's confrontation, and | thougbinfrontation was part of
the job when | signed on. Was | really so wrong?ait¥r sighed, exhaling a mouthful of
cigar smoke into the hazy room. It was a Carib, tilg kind of cigar he smoked and one
of the few perks of an RL’s salary.

“It's not part of the job when it just pisses peopleasfd doesn’'t get us any
nearer to our objectives...”

“As a matter of fact,” Wraith broke in while stampingtdnis cigar in a glass
ashtray, “lamadvancing our aims.”

You're just being too dense to see it, ‘Johnny’

Sven had sent a scrambled communication to his contduoiny’ after limping
off the bridge (with Commander Faught burning a hole irbdek of his head with two
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angry eyes). Fifteen minutes later Sven activatedchisrer and searched a sea of radio
waves until he found his contact’s signal. After thseeurity buffers and a heavy
scrambling of the channel, Johnny’s voice came throughrnt@éeas$ a scratchy echo.

Wraith found that annoying, but ultimately necessary.

Now he had to walk his contact through the current cfissssume you've
gotten word of the active-system scan that hit us fitmrQalilean moons, correct?”

For a moment there was silence on the line. Finalig, those scans land heavily
in your area?”

“They were light as rain and as unfocused as our iltustrjoint command...”
Wraith dryly replied.

“S0?”

“The scan ran from Base-4 up into the Olivier Mountgawility, then across the
Gulf to us at Base-10. After that the scan went dottine open sea...”

“Again: so?” Johnny was impatient, but now his scratchye/eias edgy: he
knew Sven well enough to know that the RL didn’t waste with idle chatter.

“The scan died-off seven minutes ago, almost immegiafédr hitting Base-10.”

An ominous silence followed. “Has there been any dgtdirected elsewhere in
the hemisphere since then?”

“You know there hasn’t been.”

A small blowing noise came from Johnny’s end of the liheould have been the
exhalation of cigar smoke, a whistle of surprise, or both.

Wraith tired of waiting. “You know what that means,colurse?”

“It means that they've found what they're looking for..chihny replied.

“I'd say they found what they were looking for about sexm@nutes before
breaking off that scan. Yes, indeed, and that meangthabut, oh, seven hours or so,
Base-10 will probably be assaulted by an advance unit.”

“So they found you out, foungsout, even when using such a weak scan...”
Johnny was chewing on something (again, either a cigar dsexapen).

Wraith kicked back in his chair and folded his hands behind bd.li€he
signals put out by the R-H'’s are ridiculously intensenewhen their Impingement
Factors are low.”

“They’re supposedo be,” Johnny retorted, “but are we really readyafor
engagement now? The project is behind schedule, and &didiseon the current pil-, |
mean subjects, are still at a theoretical level...”

“Then we’ll advance the tests to a practical levelraith snapped. “The superior
joint command isn’t going to let our test ships putter agdanrthis God-forsaken rust
bucket forever. Lord knows they’ll cut the plug on our reawval, too, unless we give
them some ‘eye-candy’. They want results, and we da&al..” Sven calmed down and
lit a second cigar. “I'm putting all my chips on this ohast it’s not much of a gamble.
It's fortuitous, really: the Bydo start connecting ttes and track us down, and that
gives us an opportunity to shine.”

Johnny sighed philosophically. “How does that saying of ygarsso now we
send our joys and hopes out, naked from the nest’?”

“Something like that.”

“The R-H’s... are you sure they're prepared?”
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“Yes.” Wraith said simply. “Thé.ovehas been out of commission for a while
now, but with the replacement rod we can go ahead amtdoduce the Force Orb to the
ship.”

“And the Gazef?”

“It's fine.”

“Humph. Well, speaking of our new arrival, what’s therent status of the
Heart?”

“Its force control rods came in on tBazertoday. Plus, the infusion of the outer
skin was successful.” Sven paused, remembering something.Kitiw, we initiated
primary activation of the unit last week...”

Johnny clicked his tongue. “I see... that could explain theeatipredicament...”

“It is a possibility.” Sven agreed.

“The Heart, the way it's made, it must be like a God-damned horéagron for
them. What about terminal activation?”

“We’'re holding off on that until you can give me a suhjec

Johnny was hesitant. “Give us some time on that.”

“Why?” Wraith asked suspiciously. Johnny had previously tatd thiat a new
pilot had been found. Wraith disliked changes in plang veas distrustful of people who
made them.

“We're being more careful with pilot selection this& around due to... you
know, the nature of the ship. Ainsworth wants to have iopuhat decision directly.”

Sven’s lips tightened. He said nothing, and made no snide eotenThat name
silenced all argument from him. Finally he said: “Enougl-chat: give me a go or no-
go on this, now. Either | allow that geriatric cowboyrétract his fleet and cover our
asses, or we can take this opportunity to show joint camdnthe fruits of our labor. This
is our golden opportunity to dazzle those fools and gdirtieewe desire, the time we
need to complete our project.”

The other line remained silent for a long time. Thereaviiee usual scratchy
sounds of the secured channel: hisses, pops and miscellstaansr hen suddenly the
noises all stopped.

The line was dead.

Sven leaned back, content with the silent approval afdgey contact. Wraith
thought back to his encounter with Commander Faught withréaulsion. The
pompous ass had assured the RL that he would releasenbdeofh@od’ against the
enemy.

He grinned, uncharacteristicaljland of God, indeed. I'll show him God'’s Fist...

Justin leaned against a pillar in bay R-B, trying to astual as he watched the
docking crews pull cargo out of ti#ghaste GazerHis black eyes glowed brightly as he
watched them pull out a long cylindrical tube filled wittbbling water. The water
surrounded a long black spike resting in the inner sectitmedtibe. It was a control rod
for his ship (to replace the one he’d lost on his laghgutWith it he would finally be
combat-worthy again.

Not that we’ve ever been allowed to see much combat, though...

His eyebrows furrowed as he watched the technicianswefour more rods and
quickly cart them away. He scratched his head (whiobfte® did) and thought about
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those other rod$de was good on control rods now, and Chenine didn’t needesdtingr,
so why all the extras?

At that point something else distracted him: the largeemtanks on the back of
the Gazer’'scargo drop. As the extra rods were carted off, Julstikesl over to the tanks
and ran his hand over the underside of one until hehfeltaugh plastic nozzle.

Pay dirt! He thought with a grin.

A resounding ‘whack’ noise filled the docking ring as BlonPlinshine’s ever-
present clipboard made contact with Justin’s wrist.HiGhe cried as he recoiled, more
in shock than pain, but still with a little bit of both

“The cost of that water is way above your pay-gradet.piDonald’s nasally
whine was never more irritating.

Justin sighed. “C’'mon, Plinshine. I'm just looking to wef whistle a little bit.

It's no big deal.”

“So are all the other recent arrivals here, i@y can’t drink liquids from the
synthetics plant either.”

“So what’s a guy to do? They’re still hammering avaayhat outdated rust-bin
they call a desalinization plant, and in the meantimeestation newbies are dying of
thirst.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Donald scoffed as he began dhgdke serial numbers
on the bins.

“Okay, I'm dying of thirst.”

“Then either learn to drink from the synthetics planelseget in line” Donald
pushed past Justin and ran across the bay, barking sas#l|ly orders to an unfortunate
pair of technicians guiding tl@azerback into the air.

Justin gave upFriggin’ anal-retentive, bureaucratic wanker...

He looked around the bay for tazer’spilot and didn’t see her. “Hey,
Plinshine: where’s Chenine?”

“She’s not feeling well. Probably in the bathroom.”

“Is she sick?”

“Shewassick... and albverthe ship exterior.” Donald shook his head. “We got
some weird readings from tli@azeras it taxied into the bay, but she hasn't told us about
any problems she’s run into yet.”

Justin pursed his lips and shrugged, heading off towards the d@eks. As he
walked through the bay door t#haste Gazecast an eerie shadow from behind him as
it was dragged through the air by heavy metal chains. Heduonwatch the pearl-
colored behemoth swing up and out of sight, headingadgBA, its home dock. On the
crane, it had the unsettling appearance of a large dines&utl, dangling in some dark
museum.

Creepy.. he thought to himself.

Laura Hayle popped the top on a can of cola and drank dé®jplyone hand she
held the soda, with the other she manned her consolegpup status reports from other
bases in the Gulf area.

“No000...” came a voice from her left.

Lieutenant Hayle studied some incoming data.

“Not that either...” the voice continued.

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



Naked from the Nest 11

Laura checked the status of the Base-10 fleet. All ctiyrencupied docking
bays came up on her monitor in a live feed, with a netaekteption: two of the squares
on the monitor, marked R-A and R-B, were blacked outhegalways were...

“What the hell?”

Laura sipped her soda and stuck her stylus pen behind her ear.

“Goddamnit’ The technician on Hayle’s left threw down her ped #mrust back
in her chair, frustrated.

“Problems, Jen?” Laura asked sweetly.

Jen Drake glared at the lieutenant darkly. The purpledhéaehnician was
gnashing her teeth, the bubblegum in her mouth was smeatext tower lip like cheap
lipstick.

“This is bullshit!” she almost spat out the gum vhigr anger. “l can’t even
analyze the data from that signal. | don’t understahithialBydo-communications crap!
How can | get a source pinpoint with readings tiks?”

“You need to increase the spectrum of your scan,” Haxgdained. “This kind of
signal isn't like our concentrated radio waves.”

“Yeah,” the technician next to Jen added, “the Bydo cad s@nals in a way
that we don't fully understand; they take advantage efriter-dimensional friction.
They use the boundary betwemur dimension and their dark little home as a current to
carry their signals.”

“You need to boost your gain and set your spectrum viewaatoh the signal
echo you'll find in the seawater outside; that watdrnetain traces of that active-system
scan a lot longer than anything around the base.”

Grumbling, Jen made the adjustments on her monitor dkity stontinued her
analysis.

Laura decided to test the waters with the new technidamDrake was one of
the new arrivals from the last crop of recruits ahd didn’t know much about her
(besides the fact that she had one hell of a temper).

“So, Jen... you're background is in laser spectroscopyt?igh

“Yeah, and it's pretty damn worthless for this kindstfff.” She replied testily.

“How’d you end up in base command operations?”

Jen scoffed. “With all the ramped up security and defelasely, the brass have
been drafting people left and right who can work the sgstem stations. That means
gutting all the university research centers, including rhiiee blew a big pink bubble as
she typed; after it burst she expertly licked the remafiniser upper lip. “The truth is |
was sent here because | know how to type.”

Hayle grinned. “Well, there’s got to be more to it thaat th”

Jen swiveled her monitor towards Laura and tapped the seigeher stylus. I
think I've got a source pinpointed, but | can't interpres thhole data set: it's
broadcasting from somewhere on the surface of Ganymgt&?™r

Hayle scanned Jen’s monitor with her big blue eyes. “We#ah, according to
this it’s actually in orbit, about 43 kilometers above sheface, but otherwise your
analysis is good...”

Pretty damn good, in fact.Laura thought. “How did you extrapolate the source
SO quickly?”
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Jen shook her head while she fine-tuned the analydiat'sthe simple part for
me, it's reading all this Bydo crap and analyzing allrdedouts correctly that screws me
over. The only useable skill I have from spectroscsfitering power: | can find any
target and pull it from the trash its hiding in, as longd lasowwhat I'm looking for.”

“Signal to noise.” Laura nodded. “Send the data to nmyostand I'll confirm the
analysis and send it off to the station at Olivié@ura said. Apparently, green as she
was, Jen had talent, and possible a good amount of ittyfoo.might end up being more
useful around here than you think, Jen.”

The gum-chewing girl shrugged, “I'd be a hell of a lot enaseful if | had an
actualbackgroundn this field...” she raised her head slightly. “I know thaé got what
it takes to graduate from the Bydo Labs, but | don’'t wamesearch those... things.” She
shuddered. “My talents are better spent elsewhere,@onffense, Lieutenant, but | really
don’'t want to be here.”

Egotistical, but not without potential Laura smiled.

“Lieutenant,” the sharp voice of Commander Faughtlsthtaura, who
automatically jumped up and snapped to attention.

“Yes, sir.” She said.

“What'’s the update from our listening post in the Astercadt B

“Nothing yet, sir, but if the target source sends any sia@ns at us, we'’re liable to
only get a two-minute warning before the enemies begimdpithe Belt.”

The hard-nosed Commander nodded, hands folded neatly betmn®/ery
good.” As he walked off, he said, “Lieutenant,”

“Yes, sir?”

“Please inform the Private that no chewing gum is gegchat Ops.” he said
emotionlessly as he walked off.

Jen, still working on her analysis, rolled her effesIsy! Laura thought) and
swallowed the bubblegum. The Lieutenant had to smile.

“And, Lieutenant...” Faught added.

“Sir?”

“No beverages allowed during alert status.”

This time it was Jen who smiled.

“We're lo-0-0-0-st in space, and the ti-i-i-i-me is our owrlhe Steve Miller
Band blared between Justin’s ears. He was curled-up agavaditin an anonymous
corridor in the lower decks, knees against his chestligttewas dim here, and the
crusty white walls were septic and uninteresting. Thenewo noises except for the
tinny drone of the music from his canalphones.

A flushing sound came from across the hall in the wosneestroom. After that
came the sound of running water. Chenine emerged from thebathher face now had
its usual color. Her hair, which was usually left dowerer ears, was pulled back
behind her head (the most suitable place for hair whensovomiting into a toilet). She
stopped walking after a few steps, her pale eyes lookingiqally at Justin.

He smiled anemically. “I heard you hit a little ingfhit turbulence.”

Chenine didn’t say anything.

“...anyway, thanks for the control rod.” Justin’s voasillated uncomfortably as
he stood up.
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“It wasn’t my call to pick it up from Mount Olivier; yothsuld go thank the Aryl
for that decision.”

He shrugged. “I really try to avoid direct contact il Aryl as much as
possible.”

“Hmm...” Chenine shook her head and started walking dowdhgdor.

“Wait a second.” Justin hurried to catch up.

“Let’s walk and talk.” She said, not with impatienbet unemotionally.

“Fair enough...” Justin caught up. “What do you think abousé¢hextra rods you
were carrying: spares for tli&azerandLove?”

“That’s possible...” Chenine agreed.

Staring at the floor, Justin hesitantly brought up thergbessibility. “...or maybe
it's raw material for another R-H, another Raiden?”

“l did have the same thought.” Chenine admitted witba n

“Hmmm...” Justin replied. He knew that Chovert was that most talkative pilot
in the world, but today she was even less so. Thelyedah silence for a time, and then
Justin remembered:

“Oh, by the way, whatlid happen with your ship? Plinshine seemed pretty
anxious over the trouble you had.”

“He did?”

“Well, mostly I think he was concerned with tGazer’'sleather interior.”

Chenine smiled faintly in a self-deprecating light. Side'tlanswer for a few
seconds. “I think we should go get in touch with Bridge Camaia”’

“Why?”

“Because | think something might be coming...” she said, stiimoa whisper.

“What was that?”

The silver-haired pilot shook her head again, “nevedri

While Justin and Chenine were conversing (if you coulditcdat) Dr. Sean
Roont was busy working on Justin’s ship.

He had spent the better part of 45 minutes watching Pyeze~check and re-
check the mechanical systems. He chewed on an unlietigdhe was trying to quit) as
the old mechanic gave the ship a twice-over. He lookedhdmlow the scaffolding and
watched as th€haste Gazewas taken away from the inferior deck of bay R-B to its
home in bay R-A. He chucked his cigarette at the nsfgceship as it was dragged
through the air just feet below him. It glanced off thekgit canopy and fell 60 meters
down to the mooring floor below.

“Now that wasn’t very nice, was it?” Pyotr chided. “That whory bitch of a
ship, to be sure, but you should still give it some respect

A ship probably deserves respecRoont thoughtbut these..thingsjust don’t
qualify...

“How much longer, Pyotr?”

“It's all yours, whenever you want it, sir.”

The Doctor nodded. “Thanks for the effort.” He tappedihigers lightly on top
of the transparent cylinder the housed the Type-B chbmdo “And now, you know
about the regulations...”
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“Hmmm.” Pyotr curtly answered. “Don’t worry, | wouldrike to stick around,
even if | could...” The old man wiped some grease on his dsenad moved for the
superior bay’s giant metal door. Despite his advanced ag#ijllmoved better than the
likes of Sven Wraith. “See you around, Doc.”

Roont waited until Pyotr was well past the superior odgor. “Call-up
computer.” He said sternly, and waited for the dual be¢peolbay’s speakers: the sound
of the computer’s receptivity to command.

“Close-off the entrance to docking bay R-B: superigeleSeal this area
according to level 2 quarantine procedure.” Gears grouncdsitie bay door slammed
shut; giant metal bars moved beneath Roont’s feet, whdescaffolding, until the
mooring floor of the inferior bay was eclipsed. Thettoaks hissed like giant snakes,
completing the job. Ruddy red lights flashed on, the bght in the now totally sealed
room.

Roont stared at the tube in front of him, one meterfilied with that bubbling
blue liquid. He started talking, not to himself, but to the potar recording system,
which activated automatically whenever a lockdown wagted in the bay.

“Let it be known, the time is... 0930 hours, May"1Zockdown of bay R-B has
been initiated for insertion of a Type-B control iotb R-Type unit R-H-AGP. This is
Dr. Sean Roont, of Bydo Labs, acting in my capacityeass maintenance director of
the R-H series of Raidens.”

Inside the dark tube the foaming bubbles were increasingefhbéack spike in
the center looked strange and ominous inside the thick cdagsy. Something in the
tube was humming, and there was a faint pulsing sound &s wel

Be patient, you bastard Roont thought. The doctor walked over to the wall
opposite where the ship was secured and retrieved a laigg Hazmat suit. He was a
reasonably fit man, but sliding into the suit was suchae that he was doused in sweat
by the time he’d wriggled into the unwieldy garment.

Roont wiped-off the front of his facemask and knelt downi¢tvwas difficult to
do in the suit). H looked into the tube, staring intwith his hard, dark eyes. “Well, shall
we begin?” He sneered into the dark glass chrysalis.

A normal person might have been disturbed by the sighiat tube. As a
hardened scientist, Roont was not in the least bit ph#dkethe same, it was an eerie
sight, because amid that mess of bubbles and watery &manething was moving.
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