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The probe shakes violently. Reality becomes a blur as the vessel we’re in spins out of control.

The internal temperature rises abruptly, the heat becomes unbearable, and the hull of the probe turns red. Fumes arise from the walls around us. The heat erupts like living hell as tongues of flame rise to lick at the skin of its passengers. My skin begins to melt as the temperature sears us alive.

“Masaaki!” I yell. It’s a futile yelp. The intense centrifugal force made her pass out, but nonetheless she is also suffering from the intensity of the heat. I can see her skin begin to bulge and swell, to explode in hot boils as the skin melts away and leaves her raw flesh exposed to the violent atmosphere.

I unbuckle and with great difficulty make my way to her, fighting against the centrifugal force. I get to her, unbuckle her, and cover her body with my own to prevent her from being cooked alive. I block her nasal passages to keep her lungs from boiling in the hot air. There are parts of her body still exposed, but I’m unable to protect them. Hopefully this madness will end soon. I am sure we are being tugged by a large gravitational field, likely a planet. Hopefully a planet.

“Hai! Report! What the hell is going on?”

My DAT is blinking in and out of dysfunction. Hai’s voice manages to relay his message as the forces acting upon us threaten to tear us into pieces: “Unfortunately, we ran out of fuel before reaching our destination and came several hours early out of warp-speed prior to reaching our destination,” says the AI.

“And you said nothing about this!”

“Worrying you beforehand was futile. More oxygen would have been consumed by the stress generated. There is nothing we could have done to prevent this. Without fuel, the closest planet to our position is luring us in by virtue of its gravity. The heat is a product of entering its dense atmosphere. This probe is not prepared for planetary travel or entering atmospheres for that matter. Or landing.”

“So this is a crash landing?”

“Indeed.”

We’re going to die. I buckle up as best I can and prepare for collision. All the while, I am burning alive. I can see sheets of flesh crumpling like burnt paper as the heat chews away at my arms and my legs.

The warping sound of metal becomes deafening as the probe is deformed by the forces acting upon it. The booming cool air of the planet’s atmosphere rips the hull apart. 

Enormous chunks of the probe are released as they are peeled off. The searing walls of the probe begin to cool as we descend at top speed. I find some relief as the cool air calms the flesh down.

“Emergency counter-pulsation in three…two…one.”

A sudden decrease in speed breaks my clavicles as the seat belt holds me in place.

A thunderous crack follows. The probe is surrounded by a dense cloud of dust. Darkness follows. 

The pain becomes unbearable as more bones are cracked by the astronomical forces acting upon my body. I black out.
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I come to with the crash of heavy narcotics slurring my mental faculties. The slur becomes a slow crawl of mental acrobatics. I emerge from the swamp of neuro chemicals and begin to feel pain seep into my consciousness. 

I can feel the blast of pain surge fully into my mind as I awaken fully. The pain dulls, and I can feel how my superior genetics have healed most of the lesions, with some still to go, like the obvious cracked ribs and clavicles and the hemorrhagic meltdown of my lungs. But otherwise, even my skin has begun to seal up thanks to the action of the cauterizing enzymes in my bloodstream. I move my hand to what I anticipate will be my bald head, but instead I feel very short, prickly hair.

“Hai, how long since we crash-landed?” I say with a crackly voice.

“Seventy-three hours and forty-five minutes standard,” says the AI.

I’ve been out for a long time. Enough time to heal. With a jolt, I remember I’m still holding Masaaki in an all-encompassing bear hug, and I fear I’ve pinched her nose for too long. I find my fingers pressing firmly on her nostrils. Did I kill her?

She’s breathing by mouth. I take a deep breath and relax. She’s burnt badly. Second- and third-degree wounds on her arms and legs—the exposed parts of her body as we descended into the furnace of hell. 

I analyze the OS of my DAT and try to interact with the user interface. There’s no diagnostic data of my current health. In this regard the Edelweiss OS used by the Doomsayers is very inferior to the ÆTAS OS. I admit that I miss those details. 

“Where are we? It’s obvious the atmosphere is human-friendly,” I say, taking in another breath to ascertain this fact.

“Unknown. Our destination was Z-211. But we’ve no way to know our current position nor how far we are from our destination.”

“We’re lucky the local planetary system star didn’t lure us in with its superior gravitational pull.”

“That would have been impossible. Warp travel algorithms have predefined routes that were mapped millennia ago, which automatically avoid high G objects like stars and are constantly updated and adapted to the predicted rotation and orbit.”

“Are you sure we’re in the Milky Way?”

“Ninety-nine percent sure. I haven’t been able to synchronize myself with my latest and most current servers, and therefore there is a 1% chance that we are not in the Milky Way.”

“I hope we are….”

“The reasons I’ve been unable to synchronize myself with my more updated self are twofold: one, the pad where I was installed has been destroyed by the heat; and two, there is a powerful electromagnetic field around us that is causing significant interference. I was able to download much of my data to your DAT prior to the pad being destroyed.

“Shit…” I grumble, as moving causes my still fractured ribs to hurt. I take a deep breath and regret it. I stabilize myself and suck in the pain as I move around to assess the damage.

“There’s only one way of figuring out where we are. Let’s get out of here.”

“I must say before you leave the probe, it was a pleasure beating you in GO!,” says the AI in my head. We had played the game several hundred times while traveling before boarding the scientific probe I had deployed during the initial scout of Canis Major.

The interior of the probe is unrecognizable. It looks like a disemboweled beast whose innards have been exposed and laid to waste. Sparking wires and the humming engines whir as the probe shuts down.

“Hai, how long did we travel at warp-speed?”

“Two weeks, six days, and five hours—is the time we’ve been traveling at warp-speed. It’s been total of seven months and two weeks since we fled from Ahmurai, where we boarded the Banewing.”

Our escape plans changed dramatically. Initially we had planned to rendezvous with Ahmurai’s vessel/world, but the plans changed when we noticed one of the scientific probes that we had deployed upon entering Canis Major was within range. We woke Masaaki from her deep cryo-sleep. The probe was intact. We barely fit inside. The plan was to travel a total of three weeks at warp-speed, aiming to make it near Z-211, a Doomsayer world based on Hai’s data. However, our sudden and abrupt halt has now left us in an unknown location.

“What is the relevance of the time spent in our travel?” asks Hai.

“You saw what Ahmurai is capable of. If he came to the Milky Way to purge humanity, this galaxy should be a catacomb by now.”

“This is true,” says the AI. “It should be. We must make haste and find out where we are.”

“We? You have no body to aid me in this process. You mean I must make haste?”

“Indeed. I meant we as a team.”

Enough said. Time to act. First, I need to get out of the probe. Second, find nourishment and get Masaaki help because she needs medical attention, and fast. And last, determine our location.

I unbuckle myself, finding the belt meshed into my burnt flesh. I rip it from my melted skin, resulting in a small gush of blood as my skin tears. 

I feel a great sense of relief once the restraints are loose, allowing my thoracic cage to expand when I breathe. I lift Masaaki’s limp body in my arms and walk out of the disaster, skipping fires and warped, sharp metal edges to get around. A whirling, sparking wire hits me in the head.

Darkness engulfs me as I leave the high temperature zone of the fallen probe. I’ve no clothes on. They were burnt off. My groin and genitals are still half-healed and large blisters are still visible. I decide not to look down any longer to avoid the psychological pain of seeing my mutilated private parts. They should heal soon enough.

Cool air wraps me as I step beyond the wreckage. I recognize the structure we’re in. It’s large, made of polyconcrete, with columns and structural cables dangling in the air after the destruction caused by our crash landing. It’s the type of structure created by the terraforming mechs that print 3D buildings, mTOR class mechs for colonization.

Then I notice the cadavers. Hundreds of them.

I sense and feel the surge of adrenaline preparing my body for combat. And then I notice the smell. The pungent, fetid smell of rotting flesh. The smell of death. Images of destroyed cities I’ve laid waste to pop in my mind’s eye. Did we kill these people by plunging into the building?

It’s not possible…the smell…this is the result of days or even weeks of decomposition. Of chaos breeding in a corpse unattended. I hear meat ripping. I see small vermin chewing on the carrion in what appears to be a feast of the fallen.

The small animals are like rats, but they are six legged and walking on two large hind legs that they use to move around in large hops. The animals notice me and screech at me, surely trying to defend their meal. As far as my experience goes, I can say with certainty that every world with advanced life, pluricellular life, intelligent or nonintelligent, has its own version of vermin like rats. It’s some sort of prototype that is very well adapted to eat almost anything, thrive in almost any condition, and even prey on themselves.

I remain still as I scan the room for danger. If the vermin are here, I suspect no large predator would be around. As I study the fallen, I notice that the cadavers are sapiens clothed in standard ÆTAS fashion, with jumpsuits of various colors with the ÆTAS emblem on the left side of the chest.

The brutality that tells the story of their death recounts a tale of enormous suffering. These men and women were slain in the most vile and terrible way. They were killed to cause pain and terrible agony. I can tell it by their faces, which are locked in a screech of terror, and by the absence of limbs and the spillage of guts all around us. This was a massacre, an intentional well-coordinated brutality done by nothing more than artisans of the ominous business of killing.

Was this done by Ahmurai? I remember him yanking hearts out of my soldiers’ bodies, throwing them into a heap. Part of me wishes this were Ahmurai’s doing, but I have a feeling it was not. 

There are no bullet holes anywhere. But, in most of the cadaver, I see evidence of the inescapable destruction caused by a blade. I recognize the destroyed flesh. It’s the signature of an Entropic Blade, named for the explosion it causes to the flesh when it strikes through it when it’s powered on.

This is not Ahmurai’s doing. Can’t be. It’s too…dedicated. There is some wicked art behind these killings. I can see armored boot footprints everywhere.

This would imply the Stærfleet is in some sort of civil war. That is of course if we landed in a colonized human world. By the attire of the fallen, that is indeed what is going on.

Civil war?

Has the ÆTAS turned on its civilians?

Or perhaps the Doomsayers unleashed their Necro Day, and I’m seeing the consequences. 

I stop worrying about what’s going on and concentrate on Masaaki. She’s about to wake up, and I’m sure she will be in dying pain from her extreme burn wounds. I have to look for nourishment, clothing for myself, and medical attention for her. Burns on sapiens are a terrible thing. They cause dehydration and infection on the exposed flesh. She will die if this is not resolved quickly.

I notice this planet’s gravity force is high. At least 2G. It will be plenty for Masaaki, unused to such high gravity wells. The dead sapiens bodies are proof of the high gravity well, given their musculature and overall size, smaller than their 1G exposed counterparts. Bulkier.

I lay Masaaki down and begin rummaging in the ruins. The vermin avoid me at all costs. I doubt they’ll interest themselves in Masaaki, even though she is vulnerable. They’d have to kill her, and that is too much effort to dissuade them when they already have plenty of meat to devour.

I get close to a window and look out. The window is mostly covered by debris, but I manage to peer outside. It’s darkening, but I can see well into the horizon and down to the ground level. I realize we are high up in the building, likely level one hundred or so. 

“FUCK!!!!” yells Masaaki. I run to her.

She begins to weep abruptly and severely, stretching out her burned limbs as she takes in the damage she has suffered. She continues to scream as shock takes hold and conquers her mind. I cannot calm her down. 

“Shit! Shit! Shit! It hurts! Gnaa!!!”

I run to the fallen and continue looking. I find some drugs in the side pockets of the jumpsuit of a fallen teenager. I take the small containers: ultramorphine and ultramanic-acid. I take the ultramorphine tablets, crush one, and do my best effort to force the powder in Masaaki’s gaping mouth.

She takes the powder with hatred, some of the powder falls on her face, and she gets even more upset. She continues screaming. The powder acts fast, and her screams fall into a humming groan of pain. I put another pill under her tongue and let that one slowly seep into her bloodstream. She is soon in a trance. 

I continue to search and realize I’m actually in some room where social gatherings were given. I notice a medical supply crate and open it. I find many useful meds, including biopaste, which is a wound healer. I take the paste and three self-catheter medical-beetle. I carry the medical loot back to where Masaaki is already knocked out by the ultramorphine.

A vermin is sniffing Masaaki. I kick it with such force it explodes in a mist of blood. Its partners don’t seem to care for its loss and go on munching on the fallen.

I lay one of the three medical-beetles on Masaaki’s arm and activate the bio-tech device. The beetle wraps its six legs around her arm. Its headpiece is armed with ultrasonic guidance, and it soon finds an appropriate vein. A catheter from its tail is inserted into the appropriate vein. The beetle is not small. It has a body filled with three liters of sodium chloride dissolved in sterile water. The three liters of nourished saline are being infused into her body at a physiologic rate.

I rip her clothes free and expose all her damaged flesh. I regret looking at her naked body seared and ravaged by the heat. I repeat in my mind: this will heal. I take the three tubes of biopaste and coat all the burns with it. She is soon covered in the thick, white substance. The thick paste soon becomes a hard rind, and Masaaki is frozen within it.

I sigh as I observe Masaaki healing. I’m still beat up myself. I lay by her side and decide to take a nap and allow my body to keep healing the fractures and bruises. Before I do so, I go back into the wreckage and recover my uncharged Entropic Blade. The purple sheathe is charred and damaged by the heat. I clean it to the best of my ability and lay down with it by my side. 

I find it difficult to sleep. A symphony of chaos is rampant in my mind, as the turbulent ocean of despair is filled with a storm of thoughts. I find myself still awake after ten hours, having stared at the ceiling contemplating my own chaotic mind.

More hours pass. I’m still awake. A finger of light comes through the window, signaling the rise of the local star.

Masaaki is no longer in the thick rind. The thick material has dissolved entirely after its biotech has repaired her tissues. The used material has melted into a useless puddle on the floor. Her skin, once seared and severely burned, is freshly growing. It still seems tender and pink, but it’s healing fast, faster in fact than I would have wagered.

Masaaki groans and awakens. She opens her eyes, coming out of the bliss of the psycho-narcotics.

“Whe…re are we? What happened?” she says, still lying on the floor, groggy and barely opening her eyes. She’s not aware she’s naked.

“You suffered severe burn injuries,” I say.

Our voices echo in the room full of death and destruction.

“How…your hair? Look at those boils! You must be in so much pain! And you’re naked. What happened? Wait…I’m naked too… don’t look at me!” she yells.

I tell her everything and bring her up to speed. She becomes fully cognizant as I spill out the details. The rot is inescapable, and soon the smell tells the story better than any words I could say. And the wreckage. She gapes at her still tender arms and feels the pain, remembers how terrible that was. She is relieved and grateful for the medical attention.

“So the probe ran out of fuel? I knew boarding that probe was a bad idea. Should’ve stuck to the original plan of boarding that strange helicoidal world,” she says.

“What’s done is done,” I say. “Let’s get on with what we have.”

“Fine by me,” she says. “What the hell is that!” she yells. “Oh, med-bugs. It’s been a while since I’ve had one of those attached to my body. Hate those things.”

With a single shake, the medical-beetle device comes off her arm and decomposes by the self-digesting enzymes.

“Look at all this death…. this is a terrible massacre. They have the ÆTAS symbol on their jumpsuits.”

“I’m sure it was a super-soldier’s doing,” I confirm.

“How can you be so sure? It could’ve been Ahmurai…”

“No. Not a chance. This is the type of thing we do when purging our enemy. I recognize the wounds caused by the Entropic Blade.”

“Why not just kill them all with a missile or bomb? Men and women are not a threat to soldiers like you. This amount of force is completely unnecessary.”

“I concur. It’s unnecessary. It’s not about efficiency. It’s about causing agony and destruction, about obliterating with lust. This was done with a vengeance, with the purpose of cleansing. This is how we kill the species we purge,” I say with a killer’s cool. I notice how harsh and easy I said what I said and notice the horror reflected in her eyes.

Masaaki almost snarls at me and says, “You are beasts! Monsters! I can’t believe…” She weeps and looks around her, noticing the stiff faces locked in terror. “Kids and the elderly… how?” She has stopped caring about her naked state. Her breasts are amazing now that they’ve been reconstructed. I notice she glances at my groin. I do my best not to get excited.

“It’s what we do…it’s what we were made to do….”

“This is why the ÆTAS needs to fall…this is exactly why this path of destruction needs to be halted…you… you!!” She weeps and studies me with fear and hatred and slowly realizes where we are and remembers why we are here.

She takes a hand to her hair. She is bald with scattered patches of hair. She walks to a reflective metallic surface and yells when she sees her reflection. She sobs briefly and says, “I guess I’m still alive. I should be thankful for that, and we have a chance to avenge the fallen!”

“We must get out of here. I think we’re back in the Milky Way. Now it’s about finding out where we are and finding a way to get back to Ferfasser and the Doomsayers. Our destination was Z-211. I hope we’re close,” she says with resolve. She’s suddenly not a young half-a-century female, but an epic commander who has convinced me to form an alliance with the Doomsayers.

“Agreed. We must seek help and fight. We must join the Doomsayer armies,” I say.

“Armies? There are no armies. The Doomsayers offensive consists of a laxly formed militia called the Warphanx. We have no proper military. The Warphanx is mainly formed by volunteers and androids, such as Rin, and special forces agents like myself,” she says.

“Where did you train?”

“The Four Seasons station.”

“A planet with four seasons?”

“No, it’s a station, a space station. Named after a classical composition by an old Terra composer named Antonio Vivaldi. Ferfasser loves naming his creations after the names of the old human lore. He loves art and science. His aim is to preserve the beauties of mankind by naming stations, androids, and other things after great human examples of the past. He’s melancholic like that. He always talks about them, including Mozart, Rachmaninoff, and Bach. Four Seasons is located in B-507, a pulverized planetary system.”

“Sector B planetary system 507!” I yell.

“Yes, where the Xibalba were before the ÆTAS pulverized the planetary system into dust and asteroids.”

“The xeno species that almost destroyed us. Is that where Ferfasser made base?”

“He never based himself out of nowhere in particular. There are many stations spread across the galaxy. But let’s say it’s there where we Doomsayers have our larger populations. It’s where the ÆTAS would least expect it,” she says with a smile. “But we’re to meet in Z-211, a backwater planetary system that is fairly new. It’s in the newer planetary systems that the Doomsayers have a stronghold.”

“So Ferfasser has a base there. Smart. The ÆTAS would never look in the rubble of the Xibalba planetary system. We tend to avoid the places that bring back bad memories. The ÆTAS is like that.”

“The perfect place for the Doomsayers,” she says with a smile.

“We should go there, to B-507.”

“No. It’s too close to the ÆTAS strongholds. We’re much safer if we approach a planetary system like Z-211. Remember, nobody knows we’re here. Our plan was to basically arrive assuming that we’re in control. But in all honesty, it could be a shit show,” she says with her usual bravado. Bald as she is, she looks unusually determined.”

“Very well. First, we need to figure out where we are and request extraction,” I say.

“It will be imperative to disable the powerful electromagnetic field for extraction to be requested. At any rate, once the electromagnetic field is disabled, I will be able to synchronize myself and give you an update of the current situation in the galaxy,” says the AI.

“We also need water and food,” I say. “Without it, we’re both doomed,” I say. “I cannot derive energy from the sun like my brothers.”

“We also need clothing,” she says. “I fear you’ll get too excited, and I’ve no interest in seeing that snake between your legs happy. Now, I’m sure there’s plenty of clothing and canned food in this building,” she says noticing the vermin.

Masaaki tries to stand up but collapses. 

“I estimate 2G gravity,” I say. “You are not used to this; your muscles need to get stronger.”

“I had some training at high gravity wells. It will take me some time, but I know the drills,” she says holding out a hand. I take it and carry her in my arms.

“Don’t get any ideas,” she says.

“I’ve nothing in mind. Now, let’s go scavenging,” I say, and move out to find the stairwell.
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Scavenger. From most famous soldier, I’ve been downgraded to a scavenger. Seeking in the rubble. Stealing what was left for dead. This is somehow comforting and painful to my ego at the same time. I am nobody in this place. The dead have no room for heroes.

We move from apartment to apartment, noticing the chaos left behind as the Devastar soldiers from some legion nourished on destruction. The guts and gore are even worse in the hallways and inside apartments, where poor civilians were torn to shreds. Masaaki is still in a state of shock and incapable of understanding what is going on, why such extreme brutality was used.

I must admit I am also confused. There is no sign that these civilians were Doomsayers. They look like normal galactic citizens to me.

We find a clean apartment. By the looks of it, the soldiers entered and fired their gorecannons on the walls and cut open the bed. But there was no one inside, so the room is relatively hospitable. We enter, and I close the door behind me. 

I lay Masaaki down on the shredded bed. I try to avoid seeing her naked body but find it difficult. She ignores my looks.

“I’m not going to be carried by you forever. I’m starting some drills to get used to the high gravity, so I will need lots of food and water to replenish,” she says. “Mind finding these for me?”

I nod and start looking for nourishment and clothing. The kitchen is packed with canned food. Synth-chicken, auto-bibimpab, ultra-rice, you name it. All the goodies. More drugs. I pop a can of synth-chicken by squeezing it and push out the food by collapsing the can. I devour it in a single gulp. I pop another and do the same.

I take water and food to Masaaki, who eagerly starts eating, barely chewing the food. I go to the closet and find clothing. I find her a sapiens jumpsuit, which is a bit large on her. She covers up, happy to be clothed. All the clothing here is for women and too small to fit me anyway. I do my best to tie up some clothes around my waist area, to at least hide my jewels. My gigantic, muscular chest and arms are exposed. I see my reflection in the bathroom mirror and am amazed at how ridiculous the Commander of the once X Legion looks like. I smile at myself. I head back out to the room.

We rest and do no more than lay down and contemplate. Masaaki needs several days to recover, to build the musculature to tolerate this gravity, and perhaps by then she’ll be able to walk on her own.

As the days go by, the loneliness and solitude of this graveyard is accompanied by the lament of the howling wind. 

There are barely sounds. Mostly only the scavengers feasting on the corpses. Water and sewage systems are still intact, so we each take a bath, separately.  All this death and gloom sinks my mind into a well of mourning, I could say the same about Masaaki. She finds a small razor in the shower and shaves her head clean. A small razor…I admire this fine piece of craftsmanship. Razors for cutting hair were around when I was a youngling back in SLAV. They’ve survived many millennia into the future, a testament to their efficiency.

By day seven, Masaaki is able to walk a hundred meters at a time. Going up and down stairs is a major feat, but she will soon get there. After a week of recovery, we descend to ground level to continue seeking answers of what the hell is going on. I am fully recovered from my wounds and ready to fight. My only weapon is the unpowered Entropic Blade in my purple sheath, charred up and mauled by the destruction wreaked on the collapsed probe. 

Masaaki finds a laser pistol and a holster, which she ties to her waist. The pistol has been fired and has consumed 65% of its battery life.


—3—







I carry Masaaki in my arms down the stairwell one hundred levels. As we exit to the lobby of the building and out onto the street of the colonial city, we are greeted by the fetid chaos of rancid death and the pale, disturbing rigidity of stale flesh.

There are thousands of piled up sapiens corpses and androids, drones and other mechanical servitors. Auto-cabs, hov-cars, and other transport methods are also on the floor, cruelly torn apart by explosions and ripped gut-open by incoming heavy fire. I can see the large footprints of Torragami, and the obvious consequences of their powerful destruction. This was a massacre.

Masaaki cries silently and holds a hand to her face to cover her nose from the rot. The smell is so pungent that it can pierce your covered nose. There is no point in trying to avoid the smell. We just deal with it.

It is the equivalent of noon, with the local star potently shinning with bright yellow-white light. I walk to the corpse of an android and notice how it was cruelly disemboweled, noticing it’s organic and synthetic guts, cables and chips, scattered around it, with a pool of dark red blood surrounding it. Its brain is also exposed. A power-round, likely a DrillCore, must have pierced it in the belly.

However, there is something different about this android. I notice it’s dressed in black light armor that has a standard refractory surface to refract powerful energy beams. There’s an emblem at the center of the chest, though obviously torn and misshaped by the destruction.

“What is that?” I ask. My voice seems to interrupt the mourning and silent death as my voice is carried by the polyconcrete street and echoes in the surrounding buildings.

“An android…”

“I know that much. I mean at the center of its chest. That emblem. I have not seen it before.”

“It’s the Doomsayers’ symbol. It’s called the Golden Tree of Retribution, or simply Tree of Retribution,” she explains as she kneels by the android and closes its eyes, which had been staring into infinity.

“You haven’t mentioned it before,” I say. “It looks important.”

“It is. It was not time to mention it. Your virgin mind to things like the Doomsayers emblem and symbol would’ve been too much too soon,” she jabs at me. Her attitude sometimes makes me want to…I digress.

“Rest now…be in peace…” she says and weeps.

“What does the symbol stand for?”

“That’s what you want to know? Look at all this death. Just…please have a moment of tact and feel for the fallen. Have you no mercy?” she asks, as if I’ve committed a great offense.

“It’s an android,” I say, confused.

She recoils. She nods in disbelief. “Androids have a soul too!”

“Impossible. It’s like AI’s. Purely artificial. No offense, Hai.”

“None taken.”

“You animal! Of course they have souls!”

I want to talk more about the Doomsayers’ symbol, the Tree of Retribution, but find it impossible when she stands and leaves me behind. She’s furious.

Seeing a Doomsayer symbol on a fallen victim brings many possibilities to mind. What were the Doomsayers doing here? Why are they suddenly surfacing when they’ve been a cryptic organization all this time? This is the first time in my life I’ve seen a Doomsayer in the streets! Is this why my brethren attacked and purged this city or planet? Has the Necro Day begun? This worries me.

I fear Ahmurai never came to our galaxy to fulfill the Homo sapiens purge protocol and fear that the worst has happened. Without Ahmurai’s help, the Doomsayer’s are doomed. And so am I.

If not here, then where is he? Did Ahmurai stay in Canis Major? And if so, why? I follow Masaaki and keep on walking.

As I see more and more destruction, I notice the opposite reaction brewing in me than in Masaaki. She feels torn.

I feel the sudden urge to fight and brawl, to cause and wreak havoc. I am slowly being seduced by so much death and have a strong urge to join the massacre, to cause destruction. I shake it away, and yet the urge is so strong Masaaki notices the change in my energy and mood.

“I can see it in your face,” she says as we continue walking amongst the dead. We’ve no idea where we’re going yet. We haven’t defined that. I guess exploring is the first option here. I should be fearing encountering opposition, but part of me knows this place is abandoned. There’s nothing but death and rot left here.

“You’re all animals. This is exactly why the ÆTAS needs to be destroyed, especially the Celestial Core.”

“Ferfasser is part of the Celestial Core,” I say.

“He’s the only good one. The rest can be cleansed.”

“All members of the Core are rats, Masaaki. Just remember that.”

“That tower, you see it?” says Hai interrupting our bickering. “Notice the antennae. It must be a communications tower. You should try entering and seeking a comms device or perhaps even information on what happened here.”

“Is the electromagnetic field coming from there?” I say, still wanting to continue my argument against Masaaki’s belief that a Core member can be good.

“It is not, I’m afraid. As we’ve moved toward the center of the city, I’ve been noticing the signal has been getting weaker. Meaning we are moving away from it.”

“We should find the source then,” I say. 

“True. But first enter the tower. You may find useful items within.”

As we enter, the gore is also obvious. The Devastar must have relished causing all this havoc. We do our best to ignore the bodies. But sometimes we must step between the fallen. 

I remember Omnistar Magna saying at our last meeting that while Tauro and I conquered Canis Mayor, our brethren would be hunting down the Doomsayers. But he never said anything about purging the innocent.

There are still many holo advertisements announcing the new food combination or the new desirable dish, or a new drug combo to enter the richness of bliss. Sex, pleasure, drugs. Everything and anything, at any moment in any quantity. 

This is how the ÆTAS controlled the masses. The simple way to keep its citizens under control and blind them to the horrors that we, the soldiers, partake in during every mission. Give them sugar in a number of sweets combined with synth-butter and sour rice flour, and all the drugs they could manage, and they are yours. The devolution of man. Maybe the ÆTAS got sick of pampering its galactic citizens and decided to dispose of them.

But that argument makes no sense to me. Not with Doomsayers among the fallen. Something must have happened.

“…Endless pleasure…endless everything. The most successful social-control scheme has been making humans so self-absorbed in themselves that they are willing to trade anything in exchange for a fucking like,” says Masaaki. Faint light shines off her bald head. It’s strange not to see her with hair.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I mean the social media, the sharing of your profile, the obsessive necessity to share everything you do, this…this ambition to post your face doing some simple task so you can be noticed by your peers and liked…this is how ÆTAS subdued their galactic citizens, what we the Doomsayers want to destroy. The lure is so powerful that men and women gladly immerse themselves in the social arena in exchange for bliss. And it’s this bliss that allows the ÆTAS to purge countless civilizations, to spread blood without the public caring.” She sighs.

“Nice epiphany. But it’s not true. Sapiens do know about our missions and killings. It’s more like the coliseum back in the Roman days. People like to see the gore as long as it’s not their pelt being skinned.”

“It’s not the gore they like, not in particular. It’s the celebration of anything, of the hero, of the melancholic warrior,” she says staring at me, mocking me.

“I’ve been MIA for almost eight months.”

“Likely for as long as these killings have been going on. Maybe that’s what’s happened. Upon your death, there was no more delusion, no more reason to keep the public blind. And they revolted.”

“Don’t blame this on me.”

She shrugs and keeps on leering at the holo-ads.

Once we get to the console room, there is nothing to be seen. Everything has been laid to waste by either termite or plasma grenades. 

“This was useless. There is nothing useful left. The ÆTAS wanted this planet left for dead. Total annihilation,” I say.

“Horrible…disgusting…” says Masaaki with a sigh.

“And yet, there is a powerful EM field around us. Powerful enough to block all communications,” I say.

“What does that imply?”

“In the very least that there is still something or someone trying to block all entering or outgoing communications. Or disabling simple aircrafts or hov-cars. We should find its source,” I say.

“I agree. Finding the source and disabling it will allow me to assess if it’s possible to synchronize myself with my nearest server. And of course request for evac.”

“Why would there be a server anywhere near?”

“Because we could be closer to a Doomsayer stronghold than we think. Or very far indeed. Remains to be seen. If there is no nearby server, I could always activate an emergency beacon pulsed by your DAT. It would be at light speed so help could be days…months…or years from us.”

“Keep your hopes up. We need to get off this planet and figure out what’s going on. Let’s find that EM generator.”
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It has been a month since we started our hunt for the EM field source. The search has led us to a very distant and tall mountain. We’re near the peak, where the terrain plateaus and turns into a cave on the wall of the mountain. Of all places, it had to be in some far-fetched and cold location, hidden in a cave. Very odd.

We’ve gathered food by killing large predators who made the mistake of hunting us. We’ve hunted small game as well. We used laser pulse rifles, that we managed to salvage from the destroyed city. We made ragged fur coats with the hides of the animals we killed and managed to dry some meat for ourselves. It’s mostly a virgin world. A new colony. Maybe one hundred years in existence. The foliage is dense, and the wildlife diverse.

Masaaki is fully adapted to this world’s gravity. Her adaptation was quite fast, I must say.

Her hair has grown back as well, its length reaching the mid-section of her back. It’s long and silky, very healthy hair despite our circumstances. Her quick and muscular adaptation to the gravity and her hair growing back rapidly makes me think she may harbor some augmented genes. I haven’t asked. Mostly because it doesn’t matter at this point. Survival and getting to the EM field source have become our main concern. However, I find myself wondering about her…a lot.

I must admit survival has somehow taken me back to some strange roots, a part of my being I’ve never explored. Surviving in offensive battle is not the same, nowhere near. Scavenging and foraging, hunting and seeking optimal terrain, and understanding the land is something very different. It takes skill and dedicated attention to understand it. A very pleasant sensation.

We eat, shit, sleep, and march on. Like cavemen of old. We talked about androids having a soul again. It didn’t go well, but it was less tense.

Masaaki has been very silent, which is strange. She’s been guarded, as if she’s finally realized my nature. At the Banewing, once we had escaped Ahmurai’s wrath, after she and Rin saved me, she seemed so cocky and self-secure. Now she seems vulnerable and like that little girl that never really left home. She might be a Special Forces agent. She may have trained. But nothing in training actually trains you for the cluster-fucks of life that you live and experience on your own. And you take away what you can. Learn and move on. That is what I learned the most while in the ISF, as my friends were killed, and I remained alive. That short-lived service in the ISF taught me the most basic lessons of survival in combat, which has kept me alive to date. I must thank that old Spaniard, Lieutenant Cotillas, for being a hard ass. If he hadn’t, I’d likely be dead like the rest of my old team.

I still miss them. I carry their dead faces in my mind.

Nikia…Salinas…Dimitri…Mafaka…McCan…Jorge…

“Keep moving onwards into the cave. We are very close to the EM field source.”

The thought of survival and Masaaki evaporate as adrenaline surges and pumps into my circulatory system. I am once again activated and feel the rush of thrilling pleasure as I’m presented with the taunt of incoming violence. I wish it. I want the gore. I need it. It’s been too long.

I restrain myself and try not to look like a hound salivating for the kill. Masaaki notices my reaction. She doesn’t make a face. She doesn’t step away. I think she’s finally getting used to what and who I am. After all it’s been my killer instinct qualities that have kept us alive this long in the wilderness.

The cold is enough to freeze a sapiens to death within the hour. Masaaki is no longer shivering. A bad sign that I take in. I carry her and run the rest of the way toward the mouth of the cavern.

As soon as we step inside, the howling wind whistles with gloom. I lay her down, and the lack of gusting cold wind inside the cave makes the temperature more bearable. The cavern is big enough for me to stand as I peer into the darkness. 

“The source should not be too far away. Perhaps several hundred meters. No more,” says the AI.

Masaaki unholsters her laser pistol, now reading 15% battery life remaining. Without noticing it, I had unsheathed my uncharged Entropic Blade and prepare for battle. Whatever lays in there has the source. I cannot imagine a brother of mine hiding in the mountains like a coward. But you never know. Could be a trap.

We walk as silent as possible, the low howl of the wind keeping our steps well hidden. The howl disappears, and the darkness becomes complete for several seconds. We continue feeling the wall and sensing the terrain. A few seconds later, photons of light emerge as a faint hue of orange light appears on the wall of the cavern.

And then I hear the voice. And then I sense the smell of caged human.

“No….no. It cannot be done. Because if I do, Matilda, they will find us, and I must do whatever possible to avoid being found. You know what they would do to me! Look at what they did to you… Silence. We must remain in silence. We must survive. This is our only hope. Maybe someone will someday topple the ÆTAS. Maybe someone will make them pay. Look at us! Look at you…your belly…such a terrible wound…

“They used us, those whores from the Celestial Core used us to grow and feed the economy, kept us distracted with pleasure and leisure, and now look at us. Enslaved by food and drink and drugs and sex. And now we are worthless and weak incapable of surviving without the help of stupid AI. I would say the delegation of thought to smarter things like AIs is the way to self-destruction. You become stupid! Use your brain, Matilda! Remember things on your own! Create your own mental lists…why bother…why bother…

“Sleep Matilda…sleep…rest. Listen… by the power of some god…I think they found us…”

The light goes out.

The hairs of my neck stand on end, and I feel the haunch. I push Masaaki back and hide behind a turn on the passageway. A quick succession of laser blasts of coherent, high amplitude light illuminates the cavern for less than a second.

After the burst, I explode in a surge or rage. I advance in battle-mode, and before the man can pull the trigger of the laser rifle, I cut the rifle in half with the blade and lift the man by the neck. With a single squeeze I could wring his neck, make him pulp. Or even knock off his head. The man turns purple, and I let go and lower him to the floor.

He coughs, holding his throat and goes to his knees. “I surrender! Oh please! I beg of you! Do not kill me! Please! You’ve already killed them all, you do not need me! I am not worth any war-points or medals! I swear!”

“Turn the light on,” I command. I can see some details with my augmented vision. But Masaaki cannot.

I can hear his hands fumbling around, and then the light goes on. The orange hue returns, and I can see the cul-de-sac of the cavern, a cave large enough to hold this man, the military equipment he has brought, a fire, the bones of consumed game, and the obvious corpse of a young female, stiff like leather as the cold and the elements consumed her flesh. 

“You are safe, little man,” I say.

He trembles in fear upon seeing me and noticing the sword in my right hand. 

“Please don’t…don’t…” he says staring at the edge of the blade. I sheath it in the purple scabbard, and he relaxes a little.

“Looks like we may be safe, Matilda. I do not think he will kill me. He has a strange look. Dressed in rags and skin…his rage is strange. It’s like a controlled rage…something I’ve seen before but cannot place a finger to it…this soldier…melancholy about him…Look at his size! The bulging musculature! He must be some sort of superhuman. A super soldier…in such rags?”

“The military equipment must harbor the source of the EM field. This is the epicenter of it. No doubt,” says Hai.

The man is severely malnourished, bone thin with a look of a psycho gone bizarre. The hair on his face is long and unkept, as is the hair on his head. He is dressed in a civilian jumpsuit with the ÆTAS symbol on his left breast almost completely eroded. The man looks sick.

I briefly study the body of Matilda, or who I think he named Matilda. I see some belongings about her, including a dirty, ragged, old white teddy bear covered in dry blood. The scene looks oddly wrong. It’s been too long since I’ve seen a child’s toy. The image brings in a succession of images of myself as a child playing with my wooden toys. And then I remember that I am sterile. I will never father offspring, a thought that makes me very sad.

“My name is Argo Herrero,” I say, pushing away the depressive thoughts. 

The man does not recognize the name.

“Alastar Magna Lynx,” I say.

The man’s eye widen, and he seems to almost cry in excitement. He stretches his hands toward me as if to touch me to see if I’m real.

“It is you!! I thought I recognized you!! Of course!! Everybody has witnessed all of your battles! You are the Alastar Magna Lynx of the X Legion…wait…wait… no no no…The Alpha Legion and yours were destroyed by a superior enemy. Your destruction was celebrated by the ÆTAS. It declared having found a superior foe, an act of valor we humanity should be proud of because we could finally prove our worth in combat. And that was before the madness of the Sapien Inquisition begun…”

“The Sapien Inquisition? What are you talking about, man!” I yell with such strength that the man takes a step back and shakes in fear.

Masaaki speaks up, “You appear to be famished. Here, have some water and meat. It’s good.” 

The man’s attention shifts rapidly at the mention of food. He leaps like a starving dog and takes it without a care, stuffing his mouth with dry meat. The meat is hard, but somehow he manages to devour it in seconds. He gulps at the water and seems at ease as his system is nourished once again.

Masaaki stares at me as if I’m some cruel interrogator.

The man takes another slice of dry meat and kneels to the side of the corpse of the girl likely to be Matilda.

“Oh, Matilda. I’m so sorry you could not enjoy these goods.” He cries openly and severely as if he finally has found solace and the ability to mourn the dead. After several minutes of this mourning, Masaaki breaks the silence.

“I’m sorry. Was she your daughter?”

“Oh?” he raises his head. “No. She was a girl I never met until the day the attack happened. I hid and managed to run away. As the wounded were being slain, I managed to escape. In my route, I found her dying from that terrible wound. I had no idea who she was or what her name was. She could barely talk when I took her. She and I were both victims to the wrath of Alastar Magna Mortimer and the barbaric Barbarus Legion. It was brutality at its best.”

“Wait! Did you say Mortimer…! Explain, man! What is going on!” I yell again, unable to control myself. 

“I was one of the local missionaries, one of the first colonists to help establish the colony. I knew my way around fairly well. I stole this military equipment from the local Colony Guard’s office and set up the EM field. I know some of how Iris operates, and I knew if I could block her from sending off a signal, I could perhaps survive this destruction. I can’t take off the corneal device just like that, not without the proper surgery. The EM field generator is right there to block Iris giving away my position.”

“We found you, and quite easily. Anybody, especially my brethren with the richness of resources and technology they have, could have found you or targeted you with an anti-personnel drone, if they would have wanted you dead. Obviously, they didn’t care.”

He stares into space, suddenly realizing the EM field could have in fact killed him rather than saved him. He wanted to block off Iris, that was reason enough to turn on the EM field.

“You are right…”

“So you brought all this up here alone?”

“Yes. I had help from the local beasts. We in this world have tamed an animal similar to what was once known as a horse. I ate them when I arrived. It’s been weeks since the chaos happened.”

“The corpses seem weeks old,” I agree. “What is the name of this planet? Of this colony?”

“Melam is the name of the planet. Planetary system Atom Vir, consisting of one local juvenile yellow star and three planets. Melam is the only habitable. The other two are gas giants.”

“What sector?” I ask.

“W-065,” says the man. “I am Rormak Vubilam, one of the survivors of the purge of Melam by the Barbarus Legion.”

“I’m sorry. I’m Masaaki Setzune, and as he said, he is Argo Herrero, formerly known as Alastar Magna Lynx.”
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“Dead! They’re all dead!” The lunacy comes back full strength.

“Calm down” tries Masaaki.

“There is no calm! Only death! Oh, the killings! The brutality! It was horrible to witness!”

I give him a very gentle slap that was perhaps too strong. He bleeds from the wound, but it managed to sober him out of his psycho-state. Masaaki glares at me. The bleeding stops after several minutes.

“Sit down and explain it all. Start from the very beginning of this madness. When we found this place, we heard you speaking to yourself. You mentioned the destruction was at the hands of Alastar Magna Mortimer, and there was the mention of the Sapien Inquisition. But I need to know it all. If we are to help you, then you must tell us all you know from the start,” says Masaaki gently. I wish she would talk to me with that sweet voice. Instead I get her hard-ass kick-in-the-face voice.

“Very well. I’m sorry. It’s just…please don’t kill me.”

“We won’t,” I assure him and lay the sheathed katana on the floor.

“Please…it’s the EM field that is keeping Iris from sending data to the quantum servers. Once she can communicate where I am, it would be a moment’s time before I’m dead.”

“Rormak, if the ÆTAS wanted you dead, it would have happened already. They won’t come. You’re safe,” I explain. “Now start talking, man!” I yell impatiently.

“OK…please.”

“Take a seat,” says Masaaki. “He won’t harm you. Unless I tell him to,” she says. Rormak stares at us. 

“OK.”

I remain standing. Rormak sits down, as does Masaaki. The light source is a small orange stick light. Rormak sits at the side of Matilda and holds her dead hand.

“I think they won’t kill us, Matilda. I have no idea yet how they appeared on this planet, nor why the leader of a destroyed Legion is dressed in such rags. This tells me that they lie. But perhaps if I tell the truth, they will leave us be.”

“Rormak. We can hear you,” says Masaaki.

“They say they can hear us. Fear not. I will protect you.”

“We are the survivors of Canis M…”

I stop her from talking with a quick pull. This man’s mind is too far gone. There is no point in telling him our truth.

Rormak clears his throat. He eyeballs a piece of dry meat on my belt. I throw it to him. He chews on it with glee as he begins to talk with his mouth full:

“It all started when the Alpha and X Legions inaugurated the Great Intergalactic Crusade. It was a festive moment, and for most people, it was yet another excuse to rev up their drug and psych-trance intake. I’ve never been much of a party person myself, and for me, it was yet another excuse to come to the mountains and devour the news from a more detached angle.

“Forty-eight hours into the celebration is when the terrible news was broadcast by Godfrey Bubon. He announced the sanctity of the human race had been corrupted by the seeds of the Doomsayers. He stated the heretics who supported the Doomsayers would be purged with the uttermost brutality. He also said Homo sapiens as a whole had been corrupted, and that by this virtue, sapiens had to be cleansed from their corruption.

“By then, a large number of us in Melam had secretly converted to Doomsayers, myself included. It’s in backwater planets like ours in the newest sectors where the Doomsayers concentrated most of their propaganda. It’s just harder for the ÆTAS to keep control over smaller and newer colonies than over well-established sectors.

“With said announcement, declaring humanity as heretics and impure, I was fairly certain and correct in my conversion to being a Doomsayer.”

“What did that abomination say, specifically?” I ask.

“He declared the Sapien Inquisition at the Galactic level to free the hegemony from the pest that the Doomsayers had become. And it is true. The Doomsayers are very well infiltrated. But it’s worse…” his lower lip trembles as he says his next words:

“He declared that anyone suspicious of being a or meddling with a Doomsayer was sin enough to deserve the capital punishment of death without a trial or jury. He declared that all anti-Doomsayers sapiens would be greatly rewarded with millions of credits for each Doomsayer slain. He also said that the Stærfleet would be taking in as many Tourists as possible to enlist those who wanted to convert from citizen to military, with a handsome slew of medals and preloaded war-points.

“The killings started a few minutes after the Sapien Inquisition was announced. Citizens started killing those that they suspected were Doomsayers. I can honestly say that there were a handful of true Doomsayers in this colony. After the announcement, the conversion was radical, and most joined the Doomsayers through simple righteousness. What the ÆTAS did was wrong, and killing the innocent by rewarding the wicked was a terrible thing. The massacre and civil war that followed in each and every world was true chaos.”

“So how was the Barbarus involved in all of this?”

“The Barbarus, the Chaos, the Dominatus, and Icarus soon joined the Doomsayer massacres, warping from planetary system to planetary system in an ambitious onslaught to eradicate all Doomsayers from each and every world that they could get to. But soon we all realized, even those sapiens who had been wicked enough to declare themselves pro-ÆTAS, that the Legions were killing all sapiens, not just Doomsayers. Slaying everything in their path. No prisoners. No mercy. Nothing. They descended upon us like they would upon xeno. Or worse.”

“That is not possible! That the Stærfleet declared itself against its citizens is madness!”

“It is. And it’s ongoing. I’m sure there’s plenty of purging to do with the amount of citizens in the hegemony.”

“You mentioned only four Legions. What about the rest? The Elite, Falcon, Gambit, and Host?”

“They opposed the Sapien Inquisition. They declared war against the ÆTAS.”

“This is all too ludicrous,” I mutter. “You lie, man!” My heart pounds against my chest as I feel the fervor to join whatever battle rages against humanity.  I feel the strong lure of camaraderie urging me to join the ranks of my brethren.

“I told you, Matilda, they would not believe me. But it is all true, I fear. The monstrous machine of war has turned against its own.”

“If what you say is true, then Cien-gi, Furogata, Abyss, and Thesna are defending the Doomsayers. The enemy of the enemy becoming an ally…”

“I do not know if they are allies, Alastar Magna Lynx. But I do know those commanders you mentioned are against the ÆTAS. But I’m afraid you’ll never really find out what is going on.” Rormak sighs.

“Why?”

“Because there is no way to get out of this planet. Melam is trapped by the lack of shuttles and transport ships to get us out into space. The Barbarus took care of that.”

“Unless we are extracted.”

“That is impossible. There is no way to send out communications to the Doomsayers, our only hope,” he says with fear. “Our hope is to live out here and find other survivors. Just move on.”

“We have a way to send out an emergency beacon,” I say. “I have the Doomsayer’s AI installed in my DAT.”

“Assure Rormak I can activate the beacon for our eventual rescue. It may take time though.”

“The AI assures me we will be rescued,” I tell him. “You’re not alone in this. I also fight alongside the Doomsayers,” I say. “I am not one. Enough to say that we have an enemy in common.”

Rormak squints his eyes at me, as if trying to figure out if I’m real or not.

“It’s a better plan than mine. Unsafe though… unsafe. But once we turn off the EM field, Iris will report seeing you. She will report you…”

I consider his words. He is right. I should be more cautious.

“Oh, and they would come for you swiftly! I’m sure they would like having a rebel Alastar…a large price for your head…wait…I could be handsomely rewarded if I turn you in…”

“He is right. Upon disabling the EM field, Iris will report us. Perhaps it’s better to keep the EM field on,” says Hai.

I’m surprised that Hai hadn’t considered this option before.

Oh shit. Rormak’s eyes widen. I’m sure Iris is talking to him, taunting him with selling me in exchange for whatever goods she has promised him. Iris is installed in his Corneal Device, which means she has already seen me and documented my survival. Fuck.

Damn you, Iris. I curse myself for being so cavalier with this matter. I’ll have to be more careful moving forward. Masaaki looks at me with the same concern on her face.

“Matilda…we could kill this soldier and sell his head. No…that would be too difficult….better to turn off the EM field and allow Iris to do her handiwork. This could be our way out! Perhaps the ÆTAS would pardon me! He may still be a figment of  my imagination. It’s impossible to conceive that this sole soldier and this woman survived the Calamity of Canis Major and somehow returned to this planet dressed in such rags. But if it’s all true, all the bigger the reward.”

I turn to face Masaaki. I turn back to Rormak, “I really wish you hadn’t said that,” I tell him.

Calamity of Canis Major? Is he referring to Ahmurai? I think.

I notice Rormak slowly moving toward the military crates. I’m sure he’s going to turn off the EM field. “I will just verify it’s working that’s all,” he says as he gets closer and closer.

“Rormak,” I say.

“Yes?”

His head rolls and a fountain of pressurized arterial blood squirts once, twice, and then subsides into a slow trickle. His limp body hits the floor, and a pool of red blood surrounds him. 

“Damn you! Did you have to be so stupid and kill the man! We could have questioned him, figured out what the hell he was talking about when he mentioned the Calamity of Canis Major!” yells Masaaki. “You soldiers and your temper.”

“He had to go! He was going to sell us out!”

“Even Matilda here figured that one out,” she scolds. “You could have gone for a leg or an arm. By the Golden Tree of Retribution,” she curses.

“It’s the first time you’ve cursed using that tree of yours,” I say.

“Your brutality has lured out the Doomsayer in me.”

I shrug.

“Let’s turn off the EM field generator,” I say walking to the military crates.

“Wait,” she says. She takes the laser pistol and shoots Rormak’ head on each eye, and then several shots on the temple. Only 9% battery life remains on the pistol.

“And you call me a barbaric beast?” I chuckle.

“Iris could still be operational even if he’s dead. We cannot take the risk of her broadcasting we’re back. That would defeat the purpose of returning, now wouldn’t it?” she says angry and frustrated.

I turn my head and breathe out my own frustration. This woman is tough as nails. I’m glad her hair has grown back. I like her more with hair.

“Me? I’m just being cautious. You’re the barbarian who doesn’t believe androids and AIs have a soul,” she says, jabbing at me.

Strange how I feel we’re in a relationship and we’ve never actually even had sex. This is certainly not what I expected.

“Captain Setzune, Ronin Herero. Please focus on the task at hand. It’s time to turn off the generator. This is exactly why Masaaki was in cryo-sleep during the majority of our travels,” interrupts the AI. “You were both right in what you did. The man was a lunatic. He could have been questioned. And yes, shooting at his eyes and temple was an excellent precaution.”

“You’re a couple’s counselor as well?” I rebuke.

“That would be true if you would actually be a couple,” jabs back the AI.

I say no more.
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I must admit decapitating Rormak was cathartic. I was going into a form of killing withdrawal, and the symptoms would’ve worsened if it wasn’t for this episode of bloodletting. Perhaps that was why I acted rashly. I needed the blood. 

“Hai, are you sure the communications are secure?”

“Of course not. In this age of technological supremacy, hacking a message, however encrypted, is possible at any level, especially this beacon, as will have to persist until we are rescued,” explains the AI. “We should expect it WILL be hacked.”

“Send it,” says Masaaki bluntly. “We know the risks. We need to get back on track and into the fight. If what Rormak said is true, we need to join the ranks and fight the fight. We can’t allow our own to fight on without us!” she scolds me.

I sigh and agree.

“The Doomsayers don’t count on ships. We barely have resources. So if we are rescued, it’ll have to be in some miraculous way,” she says.

“You’re telling me Ferfasser has no ship of his own? A Celestial has no ship? That is hard to believe.”

“It’s a good question. We will wait and assess for a response. I’ve no quantum comms, so  a response would have to be at light speed. It may take days, weeks, months, or years. It may never happen. I’m managing expectations,” assures the AI.




***




Morning comes. Today is the eighth day of turning off the EM field source and sending out the distress beacon.

We both groan as the sun slowly strikes the mouth of the cave. We moved closer to the mouth of the cave, unable to live close to the den Rormak had created, especially with the lingering odor of Matilda’s carcass even after we had disposed of it. Seems the stench had engraved itself into the minerals of the mountain.

I embrace her with an arm; she hugs me sideways with an arm and a leg around my waist and rib cage. We’re both naked.

After a big fight, we tore each other’s clothes off and finally had sex. It was amazing. Of course, I was on the floor, allowing her to do most of the work. I dare not thrust or pull at her body, in fear of tearing her flesh open or fracturing a bone. It has happened before. I hate sending female sapiens to the infirmary.

This is what we needed. The sexual tension had us both clawing at each other. She’s more amicable, more likable in every sense, but still has that attitude about her that both annoys me and attracts me.

I’d thought I’d be biting my nails off once Hai sent the beacon. Truth be told, I’m more relaxed than ever. This place, this world, this tomb of a world has me in an excellent mood. I’d though I’d hate it. But it’s the opposite. Makes me reconsider joining the fight. Sometimes I wish to remain in solitude here, forever, and know nothing more of humankind’s struggle.

The fantasy melts in a swarm of counter-arguments. Like my sterility and Masaaki’s mortality. I am not ready to live forever stranded and alone. Nor can I imagine burying Masaaki’s body after she’s pruned up as an old lady.

Then I consider how amazing it will feel once I join my brothers again in the battle to bring down the ÆTAS; assuming that what Rormak said was true of course. I would love to kick Omnistar Magna’s ass.

“You’ve been silent this last week. A good fuck is all it took to shut you up?” she asks, with a smile on her face. She just loves low-balling me. Her fingers work their way around my muscly chest.

“No, seriously, what are you thinking? We can’t just have sex forever without talking.”

“Yes we can,” I grin.

“Oh, please. How typical. Give a man what he wants and he stops talking to you. How commonly rude of you,” she jests.

I smile back at her and say, “I think of home. The small apartment complex the SLAV had for us back when the Megaschine ruled Latin America. On my mom’s arepas, and the church pigeon guachos I used to eat.”

“Tell me more…”

“Those memories, they mean everything to me. They define who I am, even though they are ten millennia old. I’m an original Terran, a fact that makes me very different from the soldiers born in the lab. This chaos of memories in this head of mine is a daily struggle I both hate and need, it is the machinery that keeps me in the fight. Deep down within, I know I am fighting to save my mother.”

“Your mother? That’s strange. She’s dead…oh, sorry. Didn’t mean it to sound that way.”

I brush it off, “It’s hard to get over her murder.”

I tell her about my memories of yonder, of my experiences of when I was a youth in Guatemala. And how I became the first Torragami pilot and then the first super-soldier.




***




“Wake up!!”

Masaaki yells, half naked, and scurries on all fours and dresses in her rags as fast as possible.

I come out of a dream where I was seeing myself in my parent’s home playing with a wooden truck that my dad had made for me. The dream was infused with that acrid but pleasant smell of old and burnt corn oil from the skillet where fresh arepas were being made. Somehow that poverty, that lack of everything was better in a strange way than having everything. There must be a balance there somewhere, where nothing and everything strike a bargain to find true joy. The dream evaporates with the thunder.

I get up with a jolt and am on my feet in an instant, my body reacting to the stimuli of violence. The adrenaline rushes and pumps, activating the pistons of rage. I dress quickly in my rags and prepare the unpowered katana. The thunder continues. Masaaki has her eyes wide open, fearing the sudden appearance of some anti-personnel drone or a warship up on the hills.

Something is utterly wrong.

“We have not received any response yet,” says Hai.

“Damn.”

“Was the message sent from here?” I say with a surge of fear.

“No. I bounced it and made it seem like it was sent from the communications tower in the city we left behind.”

“That was very smart of you, Hai. I think we just got a response,” I say, looking outside toward the light of day.

“What! No…” says Masaaki, with fear in her eyes.

“That’s not thunder. Listen…”

There are successive sharp sounds followed by a slow rumbling thunder. “That’s no storm. Well, not a climate one. I guarantee you it’s a storm of bullets and a legions’ wake. The signal was intercepted by the wrong party. And the city is being set ablaze as we speak.”

A brief moment of silence elapses.

“I would wager they want you alive,” says Masaaki. 

“That is for sure. Otherwise they would’ve pulverized the planet with a planet-rupturer. They are likely bombarding the city…or…unless it’s  a battle between opposing forces…maybe help came! Maybe it’s my rebel brothers against the ÆTAS!” I yell with excitement, feeling the surge of power and rage as my eyes open like a predator’s savoring the taste of death. 

Masaaki shrinks in fear as she once again witnesses my conversion into a killing machine.

The sounds become a constant pounding, a drumming almost to a beat, and then the rumbles and the earth shaking becomes a constant phenomenon.

“That’s war. We must go to help!” I say.

“No! I’m afraid!”

“I do not blame you. The war we wage is a terrible thing. Our weapons of war are massively destructive, and you are right to fear us. Stay here. I will be back for you.” I sheathe the Entropic Blade and head out.

She’s saying something, but I can no longer hear her. I am activated. I have smelled the destruction and am summoned to battle.

Come, oh fickle destruction. How I yearn you!
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I emerge from the cavern with a death-seeking stare. Cool air rushes to meet rage incarnate. The cold air feels like pins and needles on my skin, a sense that only makes me thirst destruction even more.

I can see the action, the slow, macabre battle unfolding itself in all its glory—the blooming flower of intense orange petals of an explosion, the luminous blue hue of machines of war detonating their payload.

I am ready for this, and only now do I realize how much I’ve silently yearned for a killing spree. The only thing keeping my killing-withdrawal at bay has been Masaaki’s presence and my recent slaying of Rormak. In this way, she’s very similar to Carmen. She keeps me under some control.

At a distance, a swarm of FistShip hurdle missiles and a pursuit of heavy DrillCore ammo each other in a furious airborne battle.

Below them a horde of Torragami and Katami engage on land in a furious battle; the Torragami in close-quarters combat hacking at each other with their swords, the Katami firing long range salvos, each causing massive destruction. I can see the trail of burn atmosphere left behind by the rail-gun munition fired by Goliath class tanks with their enormous power.

Large frigates are sunk down from space and swallowed by the gravity well into the inescapable lure of Melam’s gravitational pull. The frigates drown in a swirl of thick smoke, with large tears of fire emerging from the falling mechanical carcasses.

As each large vessel is consumed, it is awe inspiring to see such a large war-beast die in silent agony, until its engines explode in a bright sun-hot and momentary flair of radioactivity.

At a distance and high above in low orbital anchorage, bestial-sized battle cruisers are visible like ghost-like figures of a moon.

I can see the furious and constant exchange of the LaserLance, a weapon that is primarily used as defensive system against warheads and not for attack, mostly because all of our gear has refractory properties, being able to refract even the strongest laser blast. The planetary ships have a primary Harmony Megalonic defense shield. The Lance is also used to bring down small ships that usually pester planetary ships.

The space between the warring battlecruisers, the brilliance and power of atomic detonations, is visible from land at this distance. The largest of all megatons is being used, but of course both sides are well matched in firepower and numeric proportions. 

There’s an eclipse. 

No. It’s not an eclipse. The effect is transitory and lasts not even a second, but it’s enough to remind me of what’s coming. Of the grotesque power that has been summoned into the battlefield.

I can see the mountain-sized capsule descend in a fury of fire and rage. It explodes upon contact with the ground in a grumble of destruction. 

A Kuze no Tenshi has descended, the pinnacle of destruction, harboring a million foot soldiers strong, tens of thousands of Terodactyl-class bombers and Goliath class tanks with rail gun cannons. 

Another eclipse. Another giant capsule descends from space. The other fighting side must have responded to the escalation in power and sent their own Kuze no Tenshi. Things are escalating. And very quickly. 

I must act. I must be swift!

“Argo! Wait!”

Masaaki reaches my side and holds my cold hand. I do my best not to clench it. In this high adrenaline state, I’m fidgety and twitchy, and if I’m not careful I could easily crush her hands into mush.

She’s shaking from the cold, aggravated by the natural fear of the war unfolding near us.

“You’re not leaving without me. I’m not waiting for you to come back! We die together, because if you die today, that means we will all die. I’m coming whether you like it or not.”

She stares me straight in the eyes. She’s shivering from the biting cold. This is the first time she has been able to stare at me for longer than a second while I’m in this demonic state. I’m berserk.

“Very well. Be warned. Death awaits.”

“Don’t you get it? Rin was right. I am obsessed with you. I’ve seen all there is to see about you. I know who you are…it was scary to see it in the flesh but…I was getting used to being with you in this state…that’s why I was so silent during the first few days in Melam. And also because I don’t like you when you say androids don’t have a soul. They do.”

“Enough chatter!” I demand. She nods, a tear of fear in her eye. I can’t even speak in full sentences with the amount of anger and violence I have within.

“What’s the plan?” she asks with resolve, whipping the tear away. 

“We’re getting as close as possible to see which legions are fighting each other.”

I realize my statement just confirmed that the ÆTAS is split and in civil war. The key is to find out who is fighting whom. And if the Doomsayers are indeed fighting alongside the rebel legions.

If what Rormak said is true, then that would make Furogata from the Elite, Cien-gi from the Falcon, Thesna from the Gambit, and Abbys from the Host my allies. I needed to be on the lookout for the Greek symbols Epsilon from the Elite, Fi from the Falcon, Gamma from the Gambit, and Eta from the Host.

That would mean my enemies would be: Mortimer from the Barbarus, Ayala from the Chaos, Nakata from the Dominatus, and Trokar from the Icarus. I’ll have to be wary of the symbols Beta from the Barbarus, Kappa from the Chaos, Delta from the Dominatus, and Iota from the Icarus.

I’m weak with my ektana being unpowered. I have no armor. I am vulnerable and cannot take enemies down. I’ve no idea how I’m going to survive this one. I must get creative. That’s my specialty anyways, getting creative in the midst of utter confusion.

I pick Masaaki up and put her body over my shoulder, legs on my chest, head on my back. She yelps in disapproval, but I ignore her pleas. I start running downhill at incredible speed, doing my best not to fall over and trample over her soft body.

Adrenaline has me pumped up. I descend with all my might. I do not stop to rest. I run a full day and a half at full speed, until the battle sounds are so loud I know I am very near the debacle. 

The once beautiful forests of this colony are already charred. The soil is ash and death, while the temperature of the air is already feverish. Toxic radiation is at work here, as the nuclear fallout poisons the planet.

The battling sides are visible now. I keep running and make it to five hundred meters from the first line of defensive Katami deployed in support mode. The awe-inspiring power they spew from the missile pods on their shoulders makes me shudder in expectation as I relish what is to come.

I focus long enough on one mech’s armor to notice the large Delta symbol from the Dominatus Legion. I think they are my enemies, but I could be wrong. I need more proof before calling a brother an enemy.

“I have an incoming message from the bridge of the Falcon planetary ship. It is being sent by the Astrotek Magna. I’ve been assured that we’ve been detected. I’ve been ordered to turn myself off temporarily. Cien-gi requests you remain in your current location and avoid calling more attention to yourself. He also assures the Barbarus, Chaos, Dominatus, and Icarus are enemies of mankind, and that the Elite, Falcon, Gambit, and Host are all rebels against the ÆTAS.”

That is all the confirmation I needed. 

This means Nakata and the whole of the Dominatus are my enemies. I never really liked Nakata anyway, and today the day has come when I can kill him and his soldiers without fear of punishment. 

“Stay close,” I tell Masaaki. I turn my head to look at her and find her on the ground with her eyes squinting, staring with blinding fear at the warring mechs and holding her ears closed. “Help is on the way,” I say.

The first volley of missiles pierces the air above us in a mortal whooshing sound. The explosions occur very near our location. DrillCore ammo cracks the air, and soon the air inches above us is densely populated by deadly fire. 

“Stay down!” I yell and get on top of her. Debris ricochets all around us as once-sterile soil becomes deadly projectiles as small rocks are propelled by the blasts. I grab Masaaki and crawl on the ground. Fearing the next salvo of missiles will land on top of me, I fly high in the air, hugging Masaaki. I hear her breathe hard. I hope she’s not dead.

I land with a heavy thud, hear some bones crack. Were they my bones or her bones cracking? She does not whimper. Fuck! This is it. Here is when we die. I do my best to protect her already still body.

The atmosphere suddenly changes. A rushing sound of a giant sprinting toward us makes me acutely aware that death is very near. A sudden orbital descent brings a ring of ten Torragami of the Falcon around me. They are heavily pummeled by incoming fire and are downed with ease. But it allows the sprinting Torragami to fetch me from the ground.

The Torragami opens its face like a four-petaled flower, quickly smashes me and Masaaki into the pilot environment. The cabin hatch closes with a snap and seals me within the safety of the mech pilot seat. Shields go up with a buzz. 

The seat engulfs me in battle foam, and I feel the Torragami OS interacting with my DAT. Masaaki is tightly pressed against my chest. I hear her heavy breathing and fear her insides will get smashed. She does not whimper at all.

“Welcome to the Edelweiss modified OS used as an interface between Torragami and pilot. My name is Hai, and I will be the AI assisting you during this session. As we speak, the latest version of myself is being uploaded into the Torragami and will be synchronized with my latest version.”

That proves it then. My brothers are somehow fighting alongside the Doomsayers. I go under as I become one with the Torragami OS, as I fuse my own nervous system with the Torragami’s. I can sense the transition is not smooth at all, likely an effect of the inferior Doomsayer OS compared to the ÆTAS OS.

The delicious drug of becoming Torragami makes me cry with joy, although no tears flow. The glee and exhilaration of becoming a mech once again takes me to my favorite warring state. 

I open my senses to the warring world. My shields are getting crushed by the incoming inferno of missiles and DrillCore ammo. My shields suffer dearly.

I have a microsecond to perceive my surroundings as the HUD highlights my enemies.

I am suddenly swallowed by a sea of Torragami from the Falcon, who are battling in close combat against a sea of Torragami from the Dominatus.

I unleash the devil within.

RAGE!!!! GHAAAAAAA!!!!
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Between the blasts of explosions and the smoke of the ammunition covering the battlefield, the light of the local star is dimmed.

The Torragami’s advanced targeting and friendly recognition system has listed my allies in a small pop-up list on the lower left of the visual field. Allies have a small tag up on their heads with their rank and name, while the enemies have been encased in a red scintillating triangle.

The OS has also highlighted the incoming targets, such as missiles and enemy mechs. The decide to attack the incoming missiles with the assisted aim of the DrillCore cannon. This makes it almost impossible for guided missiles to demolish either side, leaving us to depend mostly on unguided munitions, such as DrillCore, and of course the onslaught of the titan-sized katana, sometimes called tatana by some soldiers, but it makes it sound weak. Katana works for me.

Salvo from the supporting Katami on either side are shot mostly at other Katami of the enemy lines to bring each other down.

“Close combat mode suggested,” says Hai. The projected trajectory of the enemy Torragami now has a countdown displayed in the (heads up display) HUD, and in three seconds we are expected to clash in close combat. 

This is my specialty. You will die.

Before we clash and raise our Katana, I am ordered to enter Rage Mode and empty all ammo at this range. I enter Rage Mode and elevate both arms. 

Both cannons, one in each arm, explode in a spitfire of fury as DrillCore ammo rushes to hit the advancing enemy mechs. We’re all equipped with the same shields, and those shields that give out first leave behind exposed armor, allowing the DrillCore shots to perform their talented destructive force.

I can see a rain of DrillCore munition punishing a Dominatus Torragami in the face—the cockpit—and see the DrillCore come into effect, as the shots drill through the thick armor and then explode within the cockpit.

The Torragami is disemboweled as the shot opens the cockpit, and the shattered, ripped apart body of the pilot falls in rags of flesh. The mech’s body is severed by incoming micro missiles that finish it on the ground.

HEAD SHOT! Sounds the Medal Awarding System, and a small skull with a shot and target symbol on the forehead appears in the lower left corner.

I hate the medal system. This one is obviously made by Doomsayers.

SLAY TEN THOUSAND ÆTAS SOLDIERS TO EARN THE DOOMBRINGER BADGE! Says an enthusiastic male voice on the Doomsayer system. A countdown from ten thousand appears in the left lower corner. Another number appears and has my current kill count: 13.

I can see a large number of Dominatus Torragami falling as the frontlines lose their shields. But the effect is the same on the Falcon side, as my allies’ shields are hammered by incoming fire, and then the exposed armor is chewed up by the incoming DrillCore bullets. 

I am now very near enemy lines. Red lights flash on the ammo count on the DrillCore and the missiles, and notice I realize I’ve consumed them all. It’s time for my favorite task. Butchering.

“Go OverCore,” comes the order from the Falcon Commander: Cien-gi.

I follow orders. I go OverCore to increase the fusion engine’s output to 120%. In a flash, the large katana has become searing hot. I unsheathe my large weapon and begin my artwork. I notice the enemy mechs entering OverCore and unsheathing their own burning katana.

By this time, almost every mech is without a shield, including myself. It matters not, however, as a shield is ineffective against melee attacks.

I sprint as we are about to clash and accelerate at the very instant of collision. The anxiety and expectation caused by wanting to cause destruction has me in a meltdown of excitement.

I move like a panther, with my natural agility and my unpredictable counter-angle attacks. This is where I shine. I might be weaker, but there is no better swordsman than myself, except for Omnistar Primus Grey Wolf.

At the very last acceleration, I jump and become lance-shaped, holding the katana overhead, while spinning counterclockwise in a corkscrew effect. I crash through the wall of enemy Torragami and take one down as my giant sword goes through the enemy’s face. 

HEADSHOT!

I repose. Get up. Cut, block, cut. I severe an arm. Low spin, upward drift. Jump, and descend upon another’s face and pierce the cockpit. I twist pull the katana free, to then see the trickle of blood flow from the cockpit. 

HEADSHOT! Kill count: 15.

Spin, block, parry. I take a propelled strafe to the right, then backwards, and advance full speed ahead like a spear. The katana strikes the cockpit but is deflected by an incoming katana from the side. 

I repose and follow the energy, spin low, duck, upper cut and hit the mech on the cockpit. I get very close, and with a yank and a kick open the hatch and expose the pilot. I grab him with my hand and squeeze him into pulp.

BRUTALITY! The medal shows a smashed soldier at the center.

Sidestep, strafe with nozzle jet force, then jump and land behind several warring enemies and begin to cut their legs. I lose katana brilliance and sheath the katana again. The OverCore fusion engine heats it up in seconds. I unsheathe it and go back to my butcher shop. I am in my twisted and personal place I call heaven.

Kill count: 25.

MEGA KILL!

The Kuze no Tenshi have ordered a bomb run, each side deploying its Terodactyl class bombers. But these are quickly intercepted by FistShips and brought down. The Kuze no Tenshi have also deployed their million strong foot soldiers, the Devastar of each legion. More cannon fodder for me to wipe out. Come get some.

Like ants, the battlefield is flooded with foot soldiers carrying heavy weapons. I notice that the Devastar wield an assortment of heavy weapons. Some bring down enemy Torragami with the Large Persistent Beamer, a three-cannon gun that emits three persistent beams of blue coherent light, each with a diameter of five inches. Before the initial beam is fired, a fourth cannon shoots an explosive round that aims to eliminate the refractory properties of the enemy’s armor. It is very effective. The beams that hit chinked armor tear through the exposed and fractured refractory armor and pulverize the cockpit of the target, the obvious place to aim if you’re trying to bring down a Torragami.

Other Devastar carry a Blob Gun, a very large and heavy single large cannon gun carried with both hands dangling at knee level. Large hot balls of plasma are shot at a very slow rate and with very limited range, traveling in a parabolic path. However, the sun-hot liquid sticks to and melts the Torragami it hits and consumes it in a matter of seconds in a puddle of molten armor. The plasma doesn’t stop there. It melts and destroys whatever it touches, including the ground, creating gaping holes several meters deep, leaving the waste searing hot.

Other Devastar carry the more versatile 40mm HandCannon, firing a round per second of large-caliber shells that explode on impact. Together, the three weapons cover all ranges and squads of three Devastar, each carrying a different weapon, making them extremely lethal against mechs.

The Devastar are matched up, as both the Dominatus and the Falcon have deployed the same amount of Devastar with very similar weaponry. The heavily geared foot soldiers tear through the large mechs.

Kill count: 55

I am surrounded by foot soldiers of both the Falcon and the Dominatus and have no time or care about where I step. I crush both allies and foes as I continue battling against other Torragami, occasionally cutting down enemy Devastar by the tens and twenties with a single swoop of the energized katana. 

MULTI KILLx2!

I receive heavy fire. A 40mm shell explodes on my right leg and I go down in spiral fashion. I manage to swerve my katana, killing many foe Devastar and some allies. I get up, and a blob of plasma misses me by an inch as my refined senses in the battlefield sensed it in the nick of time. The blob of plasma catches a friendly Torragami right on the cockpit and melts it into oblivion.

I hobble along as I continue defending, using the nozzle jets to the maximum to allow my movements to remain stable in spite of my dysfunctional leg.

A beam of blue coherent light pierces my damaged hull and the cockpit. I visualize a schematic of my body on the display and notice my body has taken no damage. But I cannot say the same for Masaaki. I do not know if she has taken damage. The hull integrity has been breached. The refractory properties no longer work. I am vulnerable to laser fire.

Radioactive poison will continue to seep through as gamma rays and toxic beta particles continue their quantic bombardment on Masaaki’s genetic material as long as the hull is breached. We can heal any degree of radiation toxicity as long as the host doesn’t die before she gets to the MedPod.

Nuclear explosions commence from high orbit. I can see these are targeting the defensive line of Katami behind the Devastar and the Torragami offensive. However, as expected, Lances of coherent light interfere with the warheads and detonate them in the air—at one point, the warheads are one too many to intercept them all, and the battlefield is shaken as the first nukes pulverize a section of the many million-fold-sized battlefields spanning nearly a hundred cubic miles in size. The high number of deadly atomic explosions will raise the temperatures far beyond the capacity of any armor.

The battlefield is now invisible under normal light conditions. So many explosions and so much dust and ash are swirling in the air that nuclear winter pales in comparison to the ecological collapse that is happening here within hours. 

Kill count: 110.

Stellar light is no longer able to penetrate the thick clouds of death, and it’s only with the instruments of the Torragami that I’m able to see my enemies and aim.

The escalation of firepower is happening by the second. As each side raises the bar of violence and firepower, the other side responds by doubling the effort, and so the pattern goes. At this pace, we will all die, evaporated as the planet becomes dust.

Reinforcements descend. Three hundred Falcon Torragami land in collision mode at the center of the Dominatus battlefield. The response is larger, with four hundred Delta Torragami landing on the Falcon side. I topple over by the explosion as the madness becomes deafening.

More than a million have died here. I am sure of it. And the death toll will continue to rise, myself among them if something is not done quickly.

“I have orders to reactivate myself and send a beacon. Extraction is on the way,” says Hai on the DAT as it blinks back into life.

“Lynx! Cien-gi here. Brother, it is good to see you again. But by the blasphemy of xenos, what are you doing alive!? And in this galaxy?”

“I am…”

“Rhetorical question. You’re getting extracted. I have your location, but so does Nakata, as your signal is easily perceived. Expect heavy fire as of now. Get ready for extraction.”

The battle stops for a microsecond. All Dominatus soldiers fix their weapons on me. Before they can fire, I am engulfed in a sea of defending Torragami who receive the incoming volley.

The war changes tempo. The cadence of war has shifted. I’ve been tagged by both sides, it’s a rush to who captures me first.

The onslaught is massive. The punishment for my tagged presence in the battlefield brings about heavy orbital bombardment from battlecruisers, while the Katami are keen in suppressing all incoming friendlies who now concentrate on defending me; while all my allies from the Falcon now concentrate on suppressing all advancing enemies seeking to capture me. Hagedron bombs go off as Pterodactyl bombers sweep overhead. 

I become the focus of attack, but at the same time neither side can destroy me, which gives me a particular advantage. Or so I thought.

From the chaos, melted metal, crushed bones and erupting columns of smoke rises a group of fifteen Torragami, all propelled at maximum speed by the nozzle jets. 

The surprise attack happens too quick for me to react. The Torragami from the Falcon around me explode in heaps and shards of metal as the fresh salvo tears them apart. 

A Scythe Team has come after me!

Energized katanas are unsheathed from the OverCored Torragami and decapitate other Torragami defending me. A single Torragami from the Dominatus leaps towards me and buries its shoulder in my abdomen. I am taken down with a powerful clinch. I am trapped.

An incoming message on my DAT and see Nakata’s face pop up on my mind. “I’ve got you now, traitor. You will be taken back for proper justice and questioning. You were always the weakest…”

A Falcon Torragami intercepts Nakata and chops off his left leg. Nakata is skilled enough and recovers quickly. He manages to pulverize the ally who saved me from being captured.

I escape with an evasive pulse of the nozzle-jets and identify Nakata. I go berserk and attack with all my fury. The dance of death accelerates me. I push my Torragami to its limits.

I attack and cut Nakata’s other leg. I then spin under him, raise the katana and cut open the Torragami from crotch to cockpit. The hatch opens up with the sheer force of the blow. I do not think twice.

I reach in with my Torragami hand and grab Nakata’s body. I yank him out and raise him up in the air and hold him like a trophy.

I yell through open comms on all channels for all to hear, even my enemies: “FRATICIDE!”

I crush him. The pulp weeps between my fingers, on my forearm.

A new medal appears at the center of my vision, awarding me with ten million war-points and a golden medal that reads FRATICIDE: YOU HAVE SLAIN ONE OF YOUR BROTHERS. KILL ALL REMAINING THREE BROTHERS LOYAL TO THE ÆTAS TO ACHIEVE THE BROTHER KILLER STATUS. REWARD: ONE BILLION WAR-POINTS.

“Hai, what is this?”

“This is the Doomsayer war-point and medal system that has been uploaded to your DAT. The Doomsayers have created their own versions of the War-Point-System to encourage the slaying of the ÆTAS.”

There is a moment of silence after Nakata’s death. The battlefield splits in half as if water just met oil. The Falcon gain courage and fight with increased strength and courage.

Twenty Torragami from the Dominatus fall around the fallen Alastar Magna of the Dominatus. This is the X-Star of the Dominatus! They come to avenge their master.

 “Stand still!” I hear a familiar voice. It’s Cien-gi. 

Suddenly twenty Torragami from the Falcon fall on top of the twenty Torragami of the Dominatus X-Star surrounding me, crushing them by the impact.

“It is me, brother. You got Nakata! A master kill! That will cost them the battle. All battle-mechs and battle stations, full attack against the Dominatus planetary ship. Let’s bring it down together with their morale,” says a Torragami on who I see the name Alastar Magna Cien-gi displayed over him as if the Torragami had a hovering name on top of his head, a rendition of the Torragami OS.

“We must leave this planet ASAP.”

The ring of twenty X-Star from the Falcon locks on to me with a powerful magnetic link called LinkSys. Before I know it, the X-Star has lifted in unison in a powerful explosion of twenty fusion engines bursting simultaneously.

“Incoming enemy FistShips and Anger Needle Kamikaze Drones. Send in the reinforcements! The Dominatus is pissed! They just lost their commander!” orders Cien-gi.

In a second, the sky is peppered with incoming ally FistShips and Anger Needle Kamikaze Drones. 

“Receiving enemy fire!” yells a Torragami in the formation, and not one but two Torragamis break LinkSys formation as they fall in heaps of smoke and flame. In a blink, the ring is closed, and the eighteen Torragami in LinkSys formation fly through the atmosphere and out into space.

“Cockpit environment shutdown and sealed from the external environment. Torragami temporarily offline. This will allow you to travel in a vacuum while your Torragami’s hull is damaged,” says Hai. 

Masaaki…is she alive?

A second later, I see an Ultra-Aggression formation surrounding the space around the Dominatus planetary ship. Minutes later, I see it crumble as a planet rupturer detonates at the core of the planet-sized ship, slaying all of its millions of crew members on board.

“That was magnificent…such a great defeat will surely elevate our side’s morale,” says Cien-gi. “What a victory! This is exactly what we needed. Let us destroy the rest of the Dominatus fleet. Leave no Dominatus ship or legionnaire alive. May the Light of Humanity bless this bloodshed! May they fall in pain!”

I have the urge to join the obliteration of the Dominatus. My brother Cien-gi senses it in me and says, “We the X-Star in LinkSys continue to the Falcon. We must assure your safety. I am sure you have just become the most valuable head in the galaxy. You killed Nakata, and now we have destroyed his legion! This is excellent news….and it may just make the difference for victory…perhaps…”

I look down into the now ravaged planet of Melam, once a simple colony and teeming with life. It is now doomed and in full-blown ecological collapse.

Melam is becoming a hot ball of flames and radioactivity as the detonation of hundreds of thousands of nuclear weapons ravages the planet.
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“Call the Medicæ Team!”

All the soldiers who have disembarked from the Torragami X-Star Falcon team stare at me in utter bewilderment.

The landing hatch is active and full of service drones attending to the mech’s wounds, and several human MechTechs are servicing and diagnosing them.

The technicians dressed in gray jumpsuits have learned to salute and then ignore us. Staring would bring them some form of punishment, but I’m sure they’re listening.

I’m damaged by the laser pulse from the Laser Persistent Beamer and severely damaged by shrapnel prior to boarding the Torragami. It was thanks to the psychonarcotics secreted by the DAT that I was able to ignore the pain.

Masaaki won’t wake up. She is unresponsive. Her skin was torn by the explosions before boarding the mech, and then she must have suffered a hemorrhagic concussion when she was exposed to the G forces of the Torragami’s movements. Not to mention the radioactive toxicity she must be suffering on top of her wounds. I find no wound from the high wattage beam.

Nobody moves. 

“Help!” I yell again, my emotions blooming on my sorrowful face.

“Do something!” I yell again as tears of frustration well in my eyes and soon burst through and pour on my dirty cheeks crusted with blood and dirt. The wounds on my chest hurt, but not as badly as the prospect of Masaaki being dead.

Cien-gi extends a hand and touches my shoulder. Alastar Tercius Vicanor and Alastar Decius Wu also walk to me, while the other fifteen Lunastar in silver armor remain paralyzed by the confusion. I am being extremely rude by robbing them of the sweet victory they achieved over the Dominatus.

“It’s all well, my Alastar Magna Lynx,” says Vicanor with his helmet below his right arm. “She’s just a sapiens.”

I recoil with a flare of anger and almost bark at him.  “Get the Medicæ Team now,” I say with a threatening whisper and a death-stare.

“Brother, calm down, please. We’re among friends. The Medicæ Team drones are on their way with a MedPod. How did…how did a sapien make her way into the cockpit with you?” asks Vicanor confused.

A sapien inside the cockpit is unheard of. It is now considered an insult for a sapien to even board one, even if it’s a MechTech performing diagnostics. This is why we have service drones who actually board the pilot environment to make repairs. 

My heart beats ever faster as I feel her life slipping away. Her heartbeat is a trickle. I’m unable to tell if she’s breathing or not. I could run to the nearest medical bay but that would seem like very suspicious behavior and could cause me to be shot to death.

The medical drones arrive promptly carrying a hovering MedPod. The pod has the shape of a large horizontal capsule. As I stand beside it, the capsule door hisses open, revealing its all white interior. 

I lay Masaaki’s body inside. As soon as her body touches the medical foam material, several robotic arms rotate around her body and begin to cut her rags free to expose the dirty skin. 

Other robotic arms are already sticking tubes into her mouth, one for the food pipe and another for the breathing pipe. Before several seconds have passed, she is completely hooked to the pod system, and the inside is filled with a rich ambarine liquid that fills the pod in its entirety, leaving no air gaps. Masaaki floats within in a suffering slumber.

I sigh in relief as the drones carry her away to the nearest medical bay. 

As Masaaki disappears in the lengthy metallic-dark corridors of the ship, I begin to notice the stares of surprise. I notice my own smell. The rags I wore in Melam I never really changed for clean clothing. Never washed them. Never washed my crotch either. My handcrafted belt has several pieces of dry meat hanging from it. My handcrafted hide-boots are eaten up after the weeks of traveling in wilderness. I look like a cannibal from thousands of years back who has made its way to the future.

“Leave us,” says Cien-gi to his X-Star.

Alastar Decius Wu stares in disbelief and takes offense. He says, “It was a glorious battle, worthy of our fallen and those brethren we left behind.” 

There are no cheers. The celebratory moment after a long and arduous fight has expired and been stolen from them, by me. I can see the resentment in the soldiers’ eyes. They leave us in ranking order, Wu and Vicanor in purple armor followed by the Lunastar in the silver. The MechTechs also leave the area. Only the service drones remain, attending to the wounds of the mechs.

Silence pierces the veil between Cien-gi and myself. I can tell Cien-gi wants this uncomfortable silence and is expecting a reaction from me. I remain frozen and will allow my shamed brother to lead this conversation. I must make amends when the time is proper. 

“Lynx…is that really you? Man! By Humanity’s Light, I can’t believe you’re back from Canis Major…and in your state…look at you. You look terrible. Smell like a putrid thing.”

He does not speak aloud. Rather, he has opened a private channel with me on the DAT. I can see his ID on a small window to the right side of the chat.

He notices my bewilderment when he’s able to communicate with my hacked DAT.

“Our DAT has been hacked, and the ÆTAS OS and Iris have been replaced by the Doomsayer Edelweiss OS. Hai is the new AI. Much has happened since you left to conquer Canis Major, brother. Brother? Is that really you?

“The reason I ask is because my real bother Lynx wouldn’t have allowed this shame to fall on soldiers who just saved his life, let alone the disrespect of not celebrating the fallen after a terrible battle in which we defeated an entire legion. I’m beginning to wonder if this beacon we received to rescue you was not some trickery set up by the ÆTAS to infiltrate a clone of Lynx, and all this battle was but a mascaraed to get us to bring you into our rebel ranks. So you better start talking. I’m already half-repenting spending the amount of lives and resources we did on you.”

“Rebel…” I mutter.

Cien-gi cocks his head. He doesn’t believe my reaction. My senses return to me fully. I now notice we are not alone. A Torragami has its giant katana pointed to the ground with the edge pinching the hull. It’s in auto-sentry mode and ready to strike me down on command. My peripheral vision also gathers details from the shadows at a distance, where I notice Vicanor and Wu in full gear standing at the ready with their gorecannons in hand.

They distrust me. And there is good reason to do so. I must reverse this situation, and fast. They must be holding Masaaki as prisoner, awaiting orders to treat her fragile condition. I make haste.

“You are right, brother. I apologize for my ill behavior. I am infinitely in your debt for rescuing us from Nakata’s hands. Your intervention allowed me a master kill.”

Cien-gi cocks his head again and smiles dimly. In his purple armor, he is a giant in comparison to me, who in these rags I appear to be no more than a beggar. He approaches and hugs me in a brotherly embrace as he would in the old days. We pat each other on the back, three times exactly at the same cadence and rhythm.

“So it could be you. Three pats. You have not forgotten. I’m still skeptical,” he says.

“Those rags must have a long story. Your stench is more epic than your name. So tell me, how does the legendary and believed-to-be-dead Alastar Magna Lynx, the melancholic warrior, appear in a  backwater planet in the Milky Way when he was supposed to be dead and in Canis Major? And worse still caring so much for a sapien?”

I communicate my thoughts and experiences through the DAT on a private channel and give him as much detail as necessary to explain how I lost my servo armor and how I ended up with Edelweiss installed in my DAT with a sapien at my side.

“Hai could verify my identity,” I say.

“Have you ever trusted an AI? AIs can be hacked and manipulated by the right talent. Just like Iris was hacked by Hai as Ferfasser has it.”

“True.”

“I am still skeptical,” says Cien-gi. He nods.

I hear footsteps approach. It’s a sapien by the footsteps.

From the color of the dark-gray jumpsuit, I can tell it’s a Tekka. The woman approaches as stoically as possible. She salutes her commander in the proper decorum, raising the right fist while doing so, and proceeds to lay a small military crate at my side after saluting me. She still uses my rank and name and avoids insulting me by not acknowledging my rank and presence.

She gets to work immediately.

“May I, my Alastar Magna Lynx?” she asks. Her hair is short, her eyes brown and skin light brow as well. I unconsciously study her curves, a detail Cien-gi notices immediately and smiles at me. I notice the Tekka blush as she notices me noticing her. I have no underwear on, and the bulge at my crotch is quite evident.

“Your obvious reaction to females may be proof enough that it is you,” laughs Cien-gi wholeheartedly. “However, I need more proof that it is indeed you. You will cooperate. Yes?”

“Of course,” I say. I open my mouth. I do my best to calm my reaction. I fail.

The Tekka stands on her toes and reaches into my mouth with a small probe, which she then takes to the holoconsole displayed on the small crate. The holoconsole shines with a double-helix, a DNA strand, and a copy overlaps it and then the whole of it turns green.

“I have a match,” she says.

“Very well. If you’re a clone, this was expected. Proceed to the next test.”

She hands me a headband and instructs me to use it like a crown. I put it on my head.

“I can definitely see the traces of Iris on his DAT, and the recent hack by Hai to install the Doomsayer OS. He was definitely in Canis Major. He is geo-tagged,” says the Tekka as professionally as she can.

“Very well, that is proof enough for now. We’ll keep an eye on you in case you begin to act strangely.”

“I understand, brother.”

“It’s good to see you back in this galaxy. Welcome to my ship. It’s been many decades since you last set foot in this vessel, and it is an honor to have you aboard in these especially strange times,” says Cien-gi, bowing his head in the old Bushido tradition while saluting another warrior.

“Thank you, brother.” We clap each other on the wrist and stare in each other’s eyes for a brief moment.

“We received your distress signal. But of course all the galaxy is patrolled by the ÆTAS at all times. We were lucky to come roughly at the same time as the Dominatus.”

“I thank you again, brother. I know the cost of soldiers’ lives and the pain it causes a commander losing them in battle.”

“A worthy death. A just price. Whatever we can to win this war against our own,” he says, suddenly grim. 

“Enough of that for now, Lynx. You stink, and those rags are ill-fitting for a soldier of your rank. We will make you new armor and get that sword of yours charged up. You will also be granted a Gorecannon and a room for an esteemed visitor like you. The Torragami you used has your neural footprint on it. It is yours.”

I smile and feel whole again as I am suddenly awarded a new Torragami. “You killed Nakata….a master kill! Do you enjoy the Doomsayer medal system? Quite annoying, but it seems to motivate our soldiers well. Nakata misjudged you, as we usually do. This is why you are so deadly,” says Cien-gi.

A MedPod arrives transported by two medical drones. “You wish to transport me in that?” I ask.

“I will not have my soldiers see you in such rags. And those strips of meat, disgusting. Take a shower and don your new armor. I will see you at the bridge when you are ready.”

“About Masaaki…”

“By the forces of humanity, man! She’s being tended to,” he says with an annoyed laugh.

I step in and lay on the MedPod and am transported to my quarters. I notice the robotic arms taking measurements of my body to start the creation of my new Horjin class armor.




***




I take a shower, have a decent shit, and eat ten pounds of bibimbap with additional cans of ultra-chicken. I see myself naked in the mirror, and immediately feel nostalgic. I am rusty, old, and far beyond consumed. The abyss inside my soul is ever deep. The symphony of chaos inside me weeps in turmoil. I am not healed. I will never heal these old wounds. Death will be and has been my remedy, but I am not ready for it. There is a galactic empire to defeat. And I need to find out what became of Ahmurai and halt this madness of the Sapien Inquisition, that is if it is true.

I quickly access my Medal Inventory and notice all the medals I earned during the last battle. I’ve never been a fan of medals, but I have to agree there is a primitive and sick part of a soldier that wishes to kill more and more just to see more and more medals stack in your inventory. It leads for proper showoffs during jesting moments with your brethren. I close the interface.

I get close and peer into my own eyes. For a brief moment, I see Ahmurai in my own reflection and have a flashback to our brief but significant interaction. This nostalgia, I know he felt it too. That was the link between us. Perhaps that is why he didn’t kill me. We are both miserable in our existence, I’m sure. A nostalgic soul recognizes itself in others who share the sentiments.

The violent sea of my soul is a storm. From the depths, an orb of light rises and shines to calm the waters down. I sense that is Masaaki and Carmen, the two souls who have been able to quench the self-consuming flames of my existence.

Somehow Masaaki’s presence in my soul has overlapped with Carmen’s. Yes, you little bitch. I was bewitched by you. I am not free of you. But now I have Masaaki. If before Carmen used me, rejected me, Masaaki is obsessed with me. Somehow it has always been on extreme opposites of the spectrum for me when it comes to women. How strange.

I once again see myself in the mirror and have a flair of Ahmurai’s nostalgic blue eyes and his ridiculous jackal helmet. However ridiculous it was, the man, being or humanoid, whatever he is, was very powerful. I must find out what became of him and why my brothers are occupied with killing each other and not dealing with the Ahmurai threat, with what both Cien-gi and Rormak have called the Calamity of Canis Major.

He was a calamity indeed.

I step on the servus station, and five robotic arms don my new armor with delicious precision and swiftness. It fits to perfection, but I miss the scars of my old armor. You can only ask for so much in this life.

I notice the five small stars on my left shoulder and the large X at the center of the breast plate. I unsheathe the katana and turn on the entropy function. It’s charged up once again. I turn it off and see it at an angle with the light and find the words “Never forget.” This is my blade. I leave the Gorecannon behind but sheathe the katana in its scabbard and lock it into the hilt of my armor.

As I walk to the bridge, I am saluted with the upmost respect by the personnel. I am revered, but also talked about as that strange thing that somehow survived the Calamity of Canis Major.

All this saluting makes me gag. I have become Ronin. I am no longer a servant of any empire. I am my own master, a warrior who chases his own missions. And somehow, I ended up with my old title and my old armor recognizing me as the commander of the fallen X legion. 

I will have to correct that.
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I enter the bridge. I am greeted by Alastar Primus Urgok, who raises his right fist and yells, “Alastar Magna Lynx on deck!”

Every Astrotek and Tekka stands up and salutes in the same manner, faces stoic and afraid. Many observe me with admiration, but the majority have a confused stare about them. They must be thinking how the hell did I get back to the galaxy. 

“A true pleasure having you onboard,” says Urgok. “It was said that the Alpha and the X Legions were both obliterated by the Calamity of Canis Major. Apparently, they have it wrong. There is no greater pleasure than seeing you again, my Alastar. I have served alongside you in the past and will be proud to do so again. I am deeply sorry about your soldiers of the X, fine warriors they were. I knew Ogre and Entwar, both were excellent battle-mongers. True to Bushido. I share the grief of their loss and the loss of the X Legion. We are lucky to have you among our ranks, especially in these troubled times.”

“I am also sorry for the loss of the warriors who sacrificed themselves back in Melam. I appreciate your sacrifice Alastar Primus Urgok,” I say, righting a wrong.

“It was well worth it, my Alastar Magna. With you among our ranks, we have the upper hand. I’ve no doubt about that. You killed Nakata. A master kill…a beautiful feat of destruction, a grand accomplishment indeed. We have you squashing him into pulp captured on video and in constant repetition to celebrate the feat. With one less legion, we have a chance to win this one.”

He goes back to his post near the commander’s chair at the center of the bridge, where Cien-gi analyzes a stream of data presented in the holosphere surrounding him. I appreciate Urgok’s words. He has acknowledged my fallen brothers.

Cien-gi exits the tactical holosphere. His body is drenched in the blue hue of the holo, and then, as he exits, his body armor turns shiny purple with the Fi symbol at the center of his breastplate, marked scars and bullet dents as tokens of battle.

I’ve always wondered at Cien-gi’s physical appearance and wondered if he was genetically designed to look like Mafaka, the fallen Mexican warrior with whom I fought alongside during the harsh days of the Megachine menace. I never knew what became of Mafaka. I was too busy purging worlds while he was likely stationed in some backwater world, awaiting the moment of delisting from the military. Or maybe he died in battle and no one ever remembered him. No decorations. No medals. Nothing.

“What do you think? Good as new,” he says patting me on the back, referring to my new armor. He switches our conversation to the DAT so no one will hear us. 

The AI is recording all this and monitoring our conversation to the last detail, but that is a given. We have all learned to live with the omnipresence of an observer that records everything we do and say to the last breath. In this case, Hai is so silent and nonintrusive that it’s easy to forget about him. In this way, he is better than Iris, yet more cunning than her.

“Thank you, brother. Please do not think ill of me, but I am no longer an Alastar, no longer a legionnaire. I am free from the bondage of a commander. I am Ronin. This X, you must understand, brings bitter memories,” I say feeling the X on my breastplate.

“I understand you all too well,” says Cien-gi with that dead smile of his, with those dead green eyes of his and his gaunt-like pose. “We are Ronin too. We have also broken the ties of allegiance with the ÆTAS and have become our own faction without a name other than we the rebels. We are together because we all fight the same foe, the same oppressor. Care to join us?” he asks nonchalantly.

“That depends. I wish to know more about what is going on in the galaxy. I’ve heard things about a Sapien Inquisition, about the rebels, and about a Calamity of Canis Major.”

“It was I who told you about Mortimer, Nakata, Ayala, and Trokar, of we being the rebels and them licking ÆTAS’s boots. Who told you about the Sapien Inquisition and the Calamity?”

I tell him about Rormak and our crash landing in Melam, about the butchering of the colony by Mortimer’s Legion.

“The Sapien Inquisition…” he says with a perturbed look on his gaunt face. He shakes his head and seems not to touch on that topic just yet. “We’re on our servo armor and use our old ranks as it’s easier to conduct this war against our own when you have millions of soldiers to command. I’ve not the creativity nor the desire to come up with our own ranks. Look at you in that armor, brother. You look epic. You’re a classic, the melancholic warrior. It matters not if you feel like you must not be an Alastar any longer, that you wish to break ties with ÆTAS. What matters is to command and prove to our followers that we will make a stand for humanity. These gleaming pieces of armor do that for us very well. Just think about it. What do you think the crew of  this planetary ship thinks when they see you?”

“They think I’m a fallen Ronin. The commander of a broken legion. No more than a mercenary without pay,” I say to myself remembering Rin and almost crushing him for calling me a mercenary. And here I am calling myself just that.

“I must admit I did not expect that from you. Your self-image is in the soil, brother. No, Lynx. When they see you, they feel inspiration. You are the most celebrated soldier of all time, and for you to have somehow survived Canis Major and to appear within our ranks saved by the Falcon is much more than just a good omen. It’s damn hope. Truth be told, you have also raised my own hope about winning this war. You have always been the best swordsman of all the legions, bested only by the Old Commander himself: Grey Wolf. But rarely does he forge battle anyway. With you, we have a chance to win. To actually beat them,” he says with an unusual gleam in his eyes. He holds his clenched fist up at the level of his face. Damn, he’s just like Mafaka. I love my brother.

“You killed Nakata, and thanks to that, we destroyed his legion.” He smiles.

“Thank you, brother. Your words make me feel good. But in all honesty, I expected to find the galaxy in flames and expected to find you dead. I was supposed to walk into the ashes to find my way to reconstruct after chaos had rendered the galaxy sterile. No offense, brother.”

“You’ve always been so heartwarming,” says Cien-gi. “It would seem destiny has it different for you. I’m sorry to disappoint. I’m still alive and wish to remain thus, so thank you very much.”

“Destiny…brother…the words you say. That would be considered a sin in the eyes of Humanity’s Light. You’d soon be receiving a reprimand from Godfrey Bubon himself,” I say. 

“I am no longer from the ÆTAS nor the Stærfleet. I’ve not a care for what the rats of religion have to say about my vernacular, much less what that abomination of Homo vespius has to say.

“Look at you. The soldier who went after a more powerful foe appears intact in Canis Major, and you think it’s all thanks to your talent. I know you were called a cockroach when you were named Twig back in the ISF under the Old Commander’s rule. But you did not make it this far because you are a cockroach or because of your incredibly annoying talent to survive against all odds. I feel something greater is at play here. There are mysteries of the universe we have yet to unravel. So there. I said it.”

We both laugh aloud. Urgok and the crew at the bridge are confused by the unusual sound of laughter coming from high-ranking officers such as ourselves when there was silence, since our conversation was through DAT.

“Fret no more, brother,” continues Cien-gi on the DAT. “The galaxy is indeed in flames.”

“But not how I had envisioned it. Ahmurai never came to exterminate the Homo sapiens and all its derivatives. That we stand here deliberating about this is evidence enough that he didn’t even make it to this galaxy.”

“Ahmurai? Do you mean the Calamity of Canis Major?”

“I hope they are one and the same. The powerful foe that killed off the Alpha and then the X Legion.”

“Ah, yes, the Calamity of Canis Major. Wait…how in the xenos do you know his name? Did you baptize him?”

“He told me himself.”

Cien-gi is taken aback. He blinks several times before speaking. “What do you mean he told you himself? Did you happen to buy him a bowl of rice and wipe his ass with a fine cheese cloth? How in the name of Humanity’s Light do you know the destructor of the world’s name?”

I see flashes of my fallen legion, of Ogre and Entwar being torn apart by the Jackal, of their limbs and hearts being plucked from their bodies and collected in a mound like war trophies.

“I apologize for my bluntness, brother. I know you lost good warriors to this Ahmurai being. Speaking of which…what about the girl? How did that woman end up with you? Xenos, you have strange details about your little adventure, and none of them fit together.”

“I will tell it all to you.”

I make a point of recording all my thoughts and translating them into a text and audible file for sharing it later on. I’m sure my other brethren will be dying to listen to the full account, and I will also tell it in full to Ferfasser Yuldaga, whenever I meet him. Might as well share it in a compressed file for quick consumption so I don’t have to repeat myself again.

I tell him everything, down to the last detail. A process that by mouth would’ve taken hours, while by DAT it took several minutes. I make a point of including the xeno life we found there based of germanium, the similarity between worlds and animals and their reappearance after their destruction, the pyramids, the Jackal, and the words I exchanged with Ahmurai and the sentence he imparted on humanity. 

I then relay how my rescue occurred at the hands of Captain Setzune, who happens to be Masaaki, an infiltrated Special Forces Doomsayer being helped by an android who happened to be in love with her, of how I was convinced to fight alongside the Doomsayers and leave my rank behind, and how happenstance lead us to Melam.

“This, brother of mine, had to be a fine woman. Infiltrated, huh? You’ve always had that weakness. That cock of yours is your undoing. When it comes to sex and love you are the weakest. For that, I thank my creators. No genitalia and no testosterone/estrogen imbalance makes me sex neutral. I feel no invigorating desire to fuck another. Well, at least not in the literal way. I can fuck them over with my weapons,” he grins. “It must be awful for you, to be so dependent on sex and get involved in the dilemmas of love. I feel sorry for you.”

“I am not dependent on sex at all,” I retort.

“Right. That’s why a special forces agent managed to infiltrate your ship and through her sex and influence on you managed to somehow convince you, the most celebrated warrior of all times, to fight alongside the Doomsayers. To even think there is such a thing as special forces Doomsayers among the Doomsayers is worrisome enough, not to mention the mere fact that your ship was infiltrated by a spy!” he says with anger.

“What is it…” I ask noticing that disgusted, angry face in him. He made the same face when Tauro set me up to kill the Tourists back in Z-603.

“It’s Ferfasser,” he says. “We do not trust him.”

“I recall him well in the Celestial Core ads when the Celestial Primordials were mentioned. Well, what about him? Are you allies?”

“Allies? Yes. In principle at least. Let’s put it this way, we have a common enemy. And the enemy of my enemy is my friend type of scenario. We had no choice in the matter,” he admits with pain. 

“When we declared war against our masters, we lost Iris and the ÆTAS OS in our machinery. We were expelled from the stærnet. We had no intervox to communicate with our warriors. We were instantly contacted by Ferfasser, and he offered to install the Doomsayers’ OS, Edelweiss, and his AI, Hai in all of our systems. We had to agree, in exchange of course for our help defeating the ÆTAS.

“Ferfasser installed his OS and AI in all of our DAT. The OS and AI are not military at all, but it gets the job done, especially the job of quantum comms called Doomsayer Vox for speedy message relay among our ranks while in battle. The Medal and War-point System is terrible. What worries us all is we depend on a Primordial of the Celestial Core, a politician with too many secrets and too many hidden coves across his invisible rebel empire. The Doomsayers may not have a strong military force, but they are cryptic as dark matter, especially him. He has no vessels, except his confiscated Morray class ship that he stole from the ÆTAS when he fled. The ship is docked here in our Falcon planetary bay.

“We are ashamed of fighting alongside the pest that we professed to destroy. We feel disgusted that we yielded to a simple politician who managed to bend us in exchange for using his AI and his Edelwiess OS. What is worse is what he is called by his followers. They call him Messiah.”

Cein-gi makes a face as if he vomited in his mouth and swallowed it back.

“Messiah…like the savior of humanity?” I ask.

“Yes. Troubling, isn’t it? During the savage millennia of the Galactic Crusade, the ÆTAS created the religion that bows to humanity as the sole source of light and reason in the universe, evangelized by the disgusting Homo vespius. There has been no Messiah in humanity for ten thousand years. And now, the Doomsayers have slowly created their own savior with his own religion and his own symbol. This appears to be what they were doing while hidden in the dark. That Golden Tree of Retribution they use on their chest. They even have a religious cult led by Doomsayers wearing purple robes, with shaved heads. They kill themselves like martyrs when unhappy. It is horrendous.”

“I fail to see why this bothers you so much, brother. Let them have their religion.”

“You fail to understand indeed, brother. First of all, he controls all communications and the AI. And second…his behavior. He acts god-like…”

“It bothers you that he feels superior to us.”

“That’s it.”

“And the fact that he controls all the communications. That is also a risk,” I acknowledge. 

“A risk! Ha! It’s a hazard!”

Cien-gi brushes off the comment. “Talking about this makes me very angry. I would talk about other things. Let us touch on this thing you mentioned about The Great Lords…the Great Arrogance…this is all very confusing. And your description of the hieroglyphs and the pyramids and the eerie similarity with the Egyptians, especially with the Eye of Horus and the head of the Jackal. Did Ahmurai influence the Egyptians? And that mammoth structure in the shape of DNA. We have all seen it.”

My blood freezes.

“Wait…you saw it! But when did you see it?” My heart races.

“The one with the pyramids, the thousands of segments, twisted like a DNA strand with a star orbiting around it at an impossible angle at impossible speeds? By humanity’s light…you don’t know…”

“Know what?” I urge.

“Ahmurai came to destroy the ÆTAS. And was defeated.”
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I feel a deep chill surge from my spine. I tremble, a fact well hidden by the armor that covers my whole body, except for my face. I clench my jaw and feel the jaw muscles bulge. I have only begun to consider the implications of Cien-gi’s words.

For the ÆTAS to have defeated Ahmurai means a world of things, and none of them are good. 

This is a catastrophe. 

The worst possible outcome, so bad and unfathomable I hadn’t even considered it a possibility. 

I am suddenly drowning, consumed by the turbulent sea of chaos within me. A sensation surges from the depth of the bulging sea of melancholy. I comprehend what I feel.

I feel sorry for Ahmurai. I do not know what he saw in me or what I saw in him. But one thing I know too well is how the ÆTAS treats its fallen foes and the enemies it has deemed superior and ends up dominating by whatever method available, even if it means leading itself to near total self-annihilation. This must mean the ÆTAS must have used some strange weapon obviously strong enough to subdue Ahmurai.

I suddenly realize this means the ÆTAS will inherit Ahmurai’s technology at whatever cost and use it against us. This is indeed a tragedy. No…No!! NO!!!

That cannot happen. I will not allow it. Over my carcass.

I emerge from my mind’s eye and see around me. I notice the despair and near hopelessness in the sapiens around us. These men and women know it all too well. They also know Ahmurai has been captured, and they also understand the implications. So this is why they were overzealous to rescue me.

I turn to look at Urgok at the bridge standing at the ready with his hands clasped behind his back, his face stern and eyes fixed to infinity. I can tell he is high strung as well.

I take a deep breath and calm down.

“So they defeated him.”

“Aye.”

“We are doomed. That is that. There is no point in fighting this anymore. They will inherit his technology and with it destroy us all,” I say.

“Well. That’s the part that is most interesting of all. If they manage to get to him, then they would inherit his technology.”

“Wait…what do you mean if they get to him? They got him. That is that.” I say out loud with frustration. The sudden noise of my voice interrupts the calm silence of the bridge and the Tekka and Astrotek operating their holoconsoles. This is the first time we spoke aloud, which makes it seems as if the conversation just begun to those who listen to us.

“It was with a weapon of massive destructive capabilities,” explains Cien-gi. “They used a Singularity Slingshot inherited from the Xibalba we so despised. An enormous weapon that shoots a singularity. A black hole!”

“What!? I remember those weapons…we called them…”

“Hellbringer. I remember. A blasphemous name for merely mentioning the name Hell. But yes, we knew so little about them in the past that we just called those weapons hell-bringers. Its most disturbing to see your allies simply vanish when said round is shot upon them,” says Cien-gi with a distorted gaze. “The ÆTAS had never interested itself in the mysterious ways of black holes until now. Apparently, they’ve been investigating if for many centuries, but made it obvious only recently when the weapon was used for the first time.”

“So why haven’t we all been slain by the Hellbringer?”

“You would laugh. The area of effect of the round was well tested and measured. However, upon detonating against Ahmurai, the explosion and ensuing singularity devoured the solar system whole. The weapon was destroyed in the process, and with it Mars, the military powerhouse of the ÆTAS. The Hellbringer was based out of Mars.”

“What! How?”

“The reaction was disproportionate. Somehow Ahmurai managed to destroy the solar system whole in his defeat.”

“Terra….gone!” I say.

A tear wells up in each of my eyes. The solar system…gone.

“I am sorry, brother. I know you are a Terran of origin. I know this hurts you. I thought you knew! But of course, how would you. You just reappeared in the galaxy.”

I lower my gaze and consider the tragedy of losing the solar system. And Ahmurai’s defeat.

“By Humanity’s Light…are they building another Hellbringer?” I ask.

“Yes. Most of our skirmishes and attacks have been to disrupt the making of another Hellbringer. It’s only a matter of time until they build a new Singularity Slingshot. Plus, the new Homo iluminatus is also being released very soon, and the whole Stærfleet will be updated to the new military superbody. Once that happens, we are surely dead.”

“Yes, I remember Omnistar Magna mentioning the upgrade to the new Homo iluminatus body. So it’s happening soon. With those new bodies, the war will be hard to win. So much has happened…but for the ÆTAS to have created such a weapon it must mean they’ve been working on it for many centuries! Or longer!”

“Of course. The ÆTAS is always seeking stronger, brand-new weapons. You know they keep this a well-hidden secret.”

“But I thought the ÆTAS had pulverized everything related to said xenos, but you mentioned this weapon was inherited from the Xibalba. We despised them, and truth be told, they were too advanced for our comprehension.”

“That was true thousands of years ago. And no, based on Ferfasser’s account, it seems they always keep those mysterious devices inherited from xenos in some cove of the galaxy for later exploitation. This was one of the weapons shot against Ahmurai. This was after Ahmurai ravaged the galaxy.”

“So he did cause havoc!”

“Aye. Ahmurai pulverized sectors H through X. All of them, gone. Trillions of lives lost in a heartbeat. That vessel of his, that DNA gigantic string of land stretched out with a star rotating around it, is no vessel. It’s a weapon. 

“When it was activated, the whole thing unwound itself into two parallel rods that behaved like a rail gun that used that star as munition! Yes, the star orbiting it was consumed as the main source of energy and shot a sterilizing beam of angry red energy right through the galaxy, sterilizing sectors H-X. Ahmurai then spread himself like a wave of horror and killed hundreds of billions of souls in less than a day. But that is not all…new planets were born where the red beam of sterilizing energy shot through! New planets with the lifeforms you described! All based off germanium!”

“What!? So that vessel…its some sort of exterminating and terraforming weapon…But wait…what happened?”

“Ahmurai must have underestimated us and was defeated.”

“But how!”

“We think he was tempted enough to go purge the Celestial Core in the solar system. It was upon entering the solar system that Mars shot the Hellbringer. The destruction swallowed the solar system whole, doomed the Sun as it is being consumed, its energy funneled into the singularity as its guts exploded into particles.”

“So the Celestial Core HQ is down too?”

“Just a handful of Celestials were defeated, not enough to cause any real damage. The Celestial Core building in Terra was an institution created more for its presence than anything else. The true brain and soul of the ÆTAS lies in the Celestial Core and Omega Cohort ships, the Morrays.”

“So…Ahmurai is unreachable. His powers have been slain with him.”

“That’s the confusing part. The ÆTAS and Ferfasser seem to believe he still lives, that somehow he is trapped in another dimension caused by the weapons extreme gravitational lure. As we speak, the ÆTAS is trying to find a way to get to him.”

“How?”

“Wormholes. Ferfasser is convinced that the ÆTAS is developing the necessary technology to wield them, also derived from the remnants of the Xibalba species. The belief is that the black hole has somehow created some sort of distortion in reality, like taking a flat sheet and creating a pocket by pushing into it and then closing it tight with a valve or string. In this case, the sheet is reality or space time, and the dimension is the sac, and the valve or string is the black hole that is keeping Ahmurai locked.”

“But…”

“Do not ask me more. This is all too supernatural for my own understanding. All these words are not mine, mind you. I’m repeating what was told to me by Ferfasser.”

“It makes no sense. Everything points to Ahmurai controlling wormholes. He should be able to escape.”

“But he hasn’t. Maybe he isn’t as almighty as we thought,” says Cien-gi.

“Clearly he wasn’t,” I say with regret.

“We have other more imminent problems than Ahmurai’s wellbeing. As we speak, the Sapien Inquisition rages on. The ÆTAS is bent on the extermination of the Homo sapiens. And us the rebels.”

A long pause ensues. I consider what he’s told me. All of this is too much in one single sitting, giving me mental indigestion. Ahmurai defeated? The ÆTAS with a new almighty weapon? The purge of the Homo sapiens…?

There is too much going on at once. This is what happens when you’re absent eight months and then return expecting one thing, to find another altogether.

“That face of yours…what is it…do you have some strange feelings for this destroyer of worlds? Must I remind you that he killed the Alpha and the X Legions, killed your brothers, and then also charged himself with annihilating humanity as a whole, and you somehow feel empathy for this menace? That menace has slain billions of souls in our galaxy already! It is good he is defeated. It gives us a chance to win,” says Cien-gi. Our conversation returns to the secrecy of the DAT.

I respond in thought, “I do not know. I think I saw a reflection of myself in him. He was an old soul, older than I am, who has lived for far too long, who has witnessed one too many atrocities. I did empathize with him. Or it. Whatever he is.”

“He destroyed your legion! And many more souls!” he thinks back.

“The destruction of my legion was just and deserved. It was a good death.”

“You have gone mad, brother. That is a capital sin. Mind your tongue!”

“I will not! I have long considered humanity as a virus and no better than an epidemic; we are the universe’s worse plague. Do not mistake me. I loved my battle brothers. But we were defeated by a superior foe! We fell and so should you and the rest of our kind! He should have exterminated us all! It would have been a good and honorable death!”

“You do not get it, do you. Ahmurai was defeated by a superior foe! We are the ultimate foe!” says Cien-gi.

The sudden realization makes me shiver. 

Cien-gi is right. If the ÆTAS defeated Ahmurai, it means we are likely the most vicious and powerful foe out there. Oh no…who then will hold us accountable for all of our atrocities? Who will pass judgement upon us? This cannot be…self-accountability. That is the only answer here. I will hold it accountable. Somehow. I must find a way. And fast!

“You are right, brother. As far as we know, we are the universes most powerful force. This is chilling.”

“It is an honor. You and your poetry sicken me sometimes. You should be honored that we are the most powerful foe in the universe.”

“No. I am not pleased.”

“Suit yourself.”

Lynx…Lynx…his voice, I think I hear Ahmurai’s voice in my head. I’m suddenly transported to the past and feel I’m inside the Eye of Horus-shaped structure, where I met him. I can see his shadow…the Jackal’s silhouette.

You are worthy…the voice says. You were spared…this was ordained, says the voice, and then the voice echoes and dies away.

I remain paralyzed. The hair on my neck stands on end. The voices are back. Is that really him?

“Brother…are you well?”

“I am…”

“It’s the voices. I know you well, brother. They are back then?”

“No. I mean, yes. Pay no attention to it.”

“I worry about that old soul and brain of yours. I fear you may develop Herxheimer’s dementia. Old brains like yours are susceptible to spontaneous degeneration.”

“Do not insult me! I hate it when I’m accused of developing dementia.”

“Perhaps it’s your dementia that allowed a Doomsayer to infiltrate your ship? Maybe they wish to take advantage of this weakness of yours to bring you to their side?”

“Stop with this dementia business, brother. You are angering me. You well know the Doomsayers would take any of us on their side.”

“It is against our nature. We defend the Doomsayers because they need us and we need their tech. But with you, it’s different. You’re a man born in Terra, oppressed by a totalitarian regime, who became a hero. And here you are now, senile enough to be the sole father of the sapiens species.”

“I’ve had enough of your jokes.”

He scoffs. “The irony of all this is that we find ourselves defending humanity and fighting alongside traitors like you.”

“I’m no traitor,” I growl out loud.

“We are all traitors. We are Ronin. We turned our backs to our masters. We serve a higher purpose. We must stop the menacing ÆTAS.”

“You mean we must stop ourselves. The ÆTAS and us are not that different. We are one and the same. Our guns are just pointed at each other. Destroy one half and you still have a plague remaining to continue causing horrors.”

“You insult us?”

“I do.”

“So you would have us all exterminated.”

“Aye, brother. As I said, I am sad Ahmurai could not complete his destruction upon the Homo sapiens.”

Cein-gi sighs. “I liked you better when your tongue was still in check in fear of humiliation. Now you speak the most unthinkable things.”

“It is certainly good to be free of bonds. To speak your mind as it should be. This is who I am. If you don’t like it, we can always duel upon it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. The whole fleet knows you are the best at the blade. Except for Omnistar Primus Grey Wolf. Even though you wish us all dead, I will say I am glad you are alive. I am glad you are on our side.”

“You’ve always been a big brother to me, even though I’m many thousands of years older than you.”

“You’ve said that many times. I remind you of this Mafaka person, a Mexican you said.”

A brief second of silence happens between us as I calm down after having been angered by my brother’s words. I’m sure I also ticked him off. I can hear the flow of data streams on the holoconsoles and the holosphere at the commander seat. I miss my own commander chair, I admit, and I also miss having a legion to command.

“What has the ÆTAS done with the large helicoidal structure? If it’s a weapon, they are bent upon inheriting its technology. Imagine…to wield the power of a whole star!” I say.

“You are right. They have been studying it and dissecting it to use its potential. A weapon of that caliber! I’m glad to say it’s yet too far advanced for the ÆTAS, or so says Ferfasser. Give it time, the ÆTAS will figure it out. That is also why we must defeat the ÆTAS. If they manage to unravel how to use that weapon, it would be a terrible thing.”

“It would be a terrible thing for anyone to wield anything with such power. Unless it is someone tasked with some great responsibility to use it only when prudent.”

“Oh you and Ahmurai seem to have a love affair already,” says Cien-gi jokingly. 

“You’re just jealous,” I think back.

Cien-gi snorts and thinks back, “Thanks for the compliment. Ferfasser feeds us data he has hacked from the ÆTAS. Anything he says could be as true as it is false. He is a politician after all, so he will say what he needs to say to gain our favor.”

“You seem disgusted when you talk about Ferfasser.”

“Because I am! That son of a xeno is dirty, like all politicians from the Celestial Core. He is a Primordial. He thinks himself a demigod and carries himself like a diva. And the man is surrounded by free androids and humans who call him Messiah. So yes, I despise the man.

“Primordials are those Celestials who have permission to clone themselves ad infinitum. Crazy. Sapiens were supposed to live one life cycle and that’s it. This is what allows most politicians to be recycled and new fresh minds to occupy the Core. But not the Primordials. Those are special,” he mocks.

“We’ve always known this about the Primordials. It’s no secret,” I say.

“True. But once upon a time, we were military dogs on a very tight leash with frequent enough missions so we never had to think about all this political upheaval. We dealt indirectly with the Celestial Core by following Omnistar Magna, who was the direct representative of said Core. Now that I am actually dealing with one of those Primordials, I am disgusted.”

“Wait…did you say free androids?”
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“The android revolution. He has freed androids from human control. Androids were supposed to have a human master. The new breed has NO LIGHTS on their temples, so you can’t tell them from normal sapiens, except if you cut them open and look at their innards.

“Before you could make them go into hibernation-mode with a keyword that the master would have. Well, all that’s gone. Ferfasser’s androids are free like men and women. An abomination if you ask me. They have the biggest mouths and we’ve struck them down for being insolent many times.”

“That is very perturbing. Rin was an android, and Masaaki was his master. He still obeyed her, but the android had gone haywire. He was in love with her…”

“Ugh. Disgusting. She’s the woman you came with you said?”

“Yes.”

“They had intercourse, Masaaki and Rin?”

I nod.

“You are disgusting, brother. You have basically slept with an android.”

“I have before, many times. I am all forgiving,” I say with a smile.

“You and your sexual impulsivity. I’ve always had this question in my mind, and I will ask it once and for all. How is it that a giant like you, compared to a sapien, can have intercourse without slaughtering them? A sapien’s genitalia is surely unequipped to take your old snake,” he thinks.

“I am creative. There are many ways…”

“Stop. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“You are sterile and sexless and will never understand. You’ve no genitals and no attraction to either sex.”

“I am free from its bondage. By looking at you and at sapiens, it would seem sex dictates your daily living.”

“It is the oldest and the most sacred of all instincts, Cien-gi. Procreation.”

He scoffs and thinks, “Ha! Funny you say that. I thought I heard you think you wanted to exterminate humanity. You and your contradictions. See what I mean?”

I feel a surge of anger as I am forced to swallow my own words.

“You must realize how this is fun for me,” jests Cien-gi.

“Shut up!”

“I digress,” he says, raising his open palms. “Truce. Let us get back on the topic. I have a bad feeling about Ferfasser—a man surrounded by free androids, calls himself Messiah, has a strange religion, and has one very strange android who follows him everywhere. His name is Cervantes. It’s like his pet or even his secretary. He’s always there wherever Ferfasser goes. And the Doomsayer humans who grew in the cryptic organization are disrespectful and often forget their place. We have not tolerated their insolences. Blood has been spilled in many occasions.”

“Sounds like you’re getting along just fine with the Doomsayers,” I mock. 

“I wish it were so. Too many have died by the blade for being disrespectful, androids and sapiens both. They forget their place. In this sense, I miss the galactic citizens. They knew their place very well.”

“Do they have a militia. Masaaki mentioned a Warphanx.”

“Indeed, the Warphanx. Cheap, simple black armor with standard refractory properties, that’s what they use. For weapons, they have high amplitude laser rifles, which are ineffective against our armor. The Warphanx is an agglomeration of Doomsayer sapiens and androids who think because they have a weapon makes them military men and women. They know nothing of combat. They are poorly trained and have no discipline.”

“We are trained soldiers conditioned by a master who betrayed us. But even though we have declared ourselves Ronin, our military ways are no different than they were in the ÆTAS under imperial rule. Look at us, wearing the gleaming purple armor that recognizes us as the Alastar echelon. The stars on our left shoulder. The military salute. The military discipline and respect you command. Why are we any better?” I ask.

“We are superior, have no doubt. Following the old military structure will save us from a sure destruction. Give a sapien too much freedom and he will eventually betray you. Have a sapien fall out of order without fear of punishment, he will fall again and again, and soon spread the idea that you can do whatever without fear of punishment. No, Lynx, we must remain in our old military ways if we are to win this war. It will keep the Doomsayers in check.”

“You make a solid point.”

“By punishing the Doomsayers for their poor behavior, we are actually teaching them proper military decorum.”

“Not if you kill them all in the process of teaching them. You will accomplish the Sapien Inquisition in your wake of discipline.”

“In that you are right. We have slain too many already.” Cien-gi’s mood turns grim. “I had not thought about it in this way. We are accomplishing the ÆTAS’s mission by killing sapiens in our desire to make things work our way. This is why we became rebels in the first place! To defend humanity against the Sapien Inquisition!”

“When did it being? The inquisition?”

“I keep forgetting that you know nothing of this,” says Cien-gi. “When the Great Intergalactic Crusade was announced, when the mission to conquer Canis Major was declared. Do you recall Omnistar Magna assigning us the task of patrolling the galaxy to ensure our hard-won real estate was intact and to purge the Doomsayers to assure the galaxy remains under imperial rule?”

“I do.”

“We were failing miserably in finding and purging the Doomsayers. So the ÆTAS, in its eternal wisdom, devised its ultimate purging plan, the Sapien Inquisition. Kill every single sapien without discrimination or proper jury.”

“I thought it was to eliminate all sapiens who were not pro-ÆTAS and therefore likely Doomsayers.”

“That is the storyline the ÆTAS shared with the public. The ÆTAS promised to its trillions of citizens a wealth of galactic credits and all sorts of perks for killing Doomsayers. But in reality, the intention was to create civil war among sapiens. The eight legions would descend upon all of them to eradicate them.”

“What!”

“Exactly. Kill them all and let God sort them out was the motto. Our orders were to warp from planetary system to planetary system to designated sectors for each legion, to purge all sapiens in the process. Simple. It would ensure the destruction of the Doomsayers in its wake.

“I would do no such thing! That was the most anti-Bushido order I had ever received. Our function as dogs of the military is to ensure and expand the domain of humanity, to shed Humanity’s Light everywhere we go. But to kill our own citizens was too much. We rebelled.”

“And here you are killing Doomsayers for discipline’s sake,” I jab at him.

“There is no need to rub it in! Your point was well taken. We will seek a better way to train the Doomsayers. Good luck telling that to Furogata. You know how he hates insubordination.”

“True. I will help you find a way.”

“Very well. Anyway, it was Godfrey Bubon, the highest religious authority in the ÆTAS who announced the Sapien Inquisition. I will send you the video file so you can see and hear the announcement for yourself. It’s chilling.”

I receive the file and open it.

Godfrey Bubon appears in a completely dark background. Behind him, the large acronym of the ÆTAS shines in golden letters. In his cavernous voice he begins:

“Dear ætians. We live in times of turmoil. During the Galactic Crusade of the Milky Way, the Doomsayers have managed to infiltrate our luminous empire and threaten to destabilize our perfect society. To rid ourselves of the plague the heretic Doomsayers pose to our establishment, I present you the Sapien Inquisition.

“Every sapien who does not declare himself pro-ÆTAS within the minute and pledge his life to our empire, will be purged without further judgement.”

He approaches the screen, his terrible large eyes focusing on the viewer, “The hammer of justice will fall upon you, the legions will be set to chase you down like hounds. There will be no prisoners. No jury. Nothing but assured destruction to the Doomsayers and your leader.

“This is a hunt of witches and demons, the most audacious efforts to eliminate the heretics from our galaxy.

“Through your Corneal Device, every man and woman will receive a contract that you must sign to pledge yourselves to the ÆTAS, from now until eternity. Those who sign it will be enlisted in the paramilitary and will be handed weapons and armor to help us purge the heretics. We are accepting any number of Tourists, men and women who wish to leave their bodies behind to join the Stærfleet. War-points with bonus points will be awarded for each Doomsayer killed. Go now! And purge the heretics! Free the ÆTAS from the infection of the Doomsayers!

“I, Stellar Knight, anointed by the Celestial Core to perform this ritual as part of the Omega cohort, bless you with the Light of Humanity that shines ever bright so we may purge the infidels. 

“Sons and daughters of the ÆTAS! Warriors of the god known as humanity! Close your eyes and pray with me. 

“Join me in this blessed chant of war:




“Holy shall our battle be. 

May our foes bleed. 

Let it flow to form a puddle. 

Thereon, shall I march and stain my boots. 

War! War to the heretics! Who threaten human life! 

The perfect, the optimal one! 

Let it be known, we are god! 

Anything below us is heretic! 

Cure the universe of this plague! Glory and honor! May the hammer of justice slam upon you!

“The eight remaining legions in the galaxy have been deployed and will initiate the efficacious purge of the heretics. The Sapien Inquisition is underway. Long live humanity, the prosper, the perfect, the only true God of this universe. Go now! And cleanse our empire from its impurities!”




The file ends.




“It is uncanny. What happened?” I ask.

“The effect the ÆTAS wanted and predicted of course. Homo sapiens are known for their laziness, for wanting to minimize their efforts and maximize the benefits. Basically do nothing while getting everything in return. However, they may be lazy, but they are not stupid. As soon as the Sapien Inquisition was declared, I would say fifty percent of sapiens declared themselves anti-ÆTAS by mere principle. The rest signed the contract. Of those who signed the contract, a minority became Tourists.”

“Civil war.”

“Aye. An internal purge. Have the sapiens do most of the work, and then we the legions would go in to mop up those left alive. A brilliant plan.”

“That’s what I saw in Melam,” I say.

“Precisely.”

“But how is this even possible. The ÆTAS cannot eliminate its citizens just like that.”

“But it can.”

“But the empire depends on men and women, the simple-minded workers who support the illusion of government and the galactic economy.”

“You said it: it’s an illusion, a sham. The truth is the ÆTAS has always been a military patriarch that has used its citizens like cattle to live and prosper in its conquered worlds, to mine and obtain more matter for transmutation. But now that the galaxy is completely ours and the military has grown stronger than ever, the empire does not need citizens. Sapiens, if anything, are an obstruction to the galactic empire’s ambitions. Citizens must be fed, entertained, clothed. It’s a waste of time in the empire’s eyes. This is why they are accepting any number of Tourists without a fee.”

“That cannot be true. We need sapiens, the original genetic line.”

Cien-gi shrugs. “Do we really need the original genetic line? Think about it. At any rate, the Sapien Inquisition had another expected effect. It flushed out the Doomsayer leader. Ferfasser quickly fled the Core, and, in the process, he stole a Morray class ship, hacked into it with his personal AI. The ship is now in the landing bay in our own Falcon Novasphere. As soon as he fled, Ferfasser quickly contacted us, the rebels. He offered his AI and Edelweiss OS in exchange for our military firepower. And here we are. Using Doomsayer technology to fight our old masters. We provide the gears of war, and he provides us with the indispensable technology to wage war. We depend on him as much as he depends on us. We have no upper hand. Singlehandedly the Doomsayer leader has us at his whim.”

“The problem is our dependence on technology,” I say.

“Ferfasser is a man of great power, and no man’s fool. He must have more resources than we know. He is a man not to be trusted. He was rescued and is aboard the Elite planetary ship, with Furogata,” thinks Cien-gi.

“With Furogata? That sounds like a terrible idea.”

“Well, it is. You know Furogata for being a very stoic and very Bushido-like soldier, the most Samurai-like brother of all of us and known for his intolerance. But that’s exactly why we assigned Ferfasser and his loyals to the Elite. It’s Furogata’s discipline that is keeping the Doomsayers in line. Doomsayers are not mixing well with the sapiens aboard the Elite planetary ship. They were bred very differently.”

“So we are rendezvousing with the Elite Novasphere, I wager.”

“Yes. We are. Sectors W and Z are ours. Relatively new sectors where the Doomsayers had gained ground before the Inquisition. We will join the other four legions in rebel space as soon as possible to plan our next move. With you in our ranks, things will be different. We are now five rebel Alastar Magna against three of the ÆTAS.”

“Do our rebel brothers know I’m here?”

“By xenos, the whole galaxy knows it.”

“So when did Ahmurai come?”

“It was during the initial stages of the Sapien Inquisition, brother. And it happened so quickly. Oddly, Ferfasser says the ÆTAS was expecting him. They knew about him all along.”

“How?”

“Just you wait. That is something you will have to ask Ferfasser,” he says.

“This will be my first time meeting Ferfasser face to face.”

“Be warned. He is unlikable. But before we reach the rendezvous point, there is something else I need to tell you.”

The holosphere around the commander seat expands to engorge us within its tactical display. Cien-gi takes a seat in the commander chair, I stand beside him.

“I present you the Homo iluminatus.”
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The tactical holosphere becomes a data stream with graphs and a large depiction of the future of the super-soldier model. The stream of intersecting photons illuminates the bridge in a bright blue hue with streaks of red and yellow light. 

It demonstrates the anatomical structure of the futuristic soldier, a human form exaggerated in many ways, as super soldiers usually are. Up until this intro, I could not see many differences with the Homo perfectus body, the model occupied currently by all soldiers of the Stærfleet, including Cien-gi.

Two arms, two legs, one head, a torso, and an abdomen. Various graphs and lines emerge to show the soldier’s dimensions. It measures three meters tall—much taller than the average Homo perfectus. A meter and half from shoulder to shoulder—thinner than the Homo perfectus. The skin is darker, a copper tone. A small line explains that this is due to a larger concentration of chlorophyll units per square inch of skin. It is notably more efficient in converting solar energy into usable cellular energy for nano-processes for biological function and to keep the soldier alive in self-sustainability.

The holosphere zooms in on the face, and I notice the nose has modified nostrils. Retrievable thick skin plugs seal the upper respiratory system from the environment. The thick skin plugs are controlled volitionally. The image then zooms into the soldier’s trachea to show how it can also seal off completely with a thickened vallecula, the membrane that separates the breathing pipe from the swallowing pipe to avoid aspirating buccal material into the lungs whilst swallowing. The function is the same—to isolate the soldier’s respiratory system from the environment. It also serves to pressurize and maintain the soft and inflatable lungs in normal physiological conditions when there’s a loss of external pressure—a space vacuum.

The holosphere zooms out, and once again it focuses on the head. It is bald. All hair, except the eyebrows and eyelashes, have been genetically deleted. The eyebrows are kept for nonverbal communication purposes, while the long eyelashes naturally protect the eye from harm.

The image then zooms out to show the entire body again. The soldier is naked and, of course, has no genitalia. The copper skin is then covered in a thick white membrane that solidifies and promptly becomes a thick, gleaming white armor.

The soldier’s face is completely covered in the thick white membrane, the head round and perfect with barely recognizable facial features. The natural armor covers every square inch of skin. The articulations have superimposed membranes of armor to allow nimble movement. 

The image then zooms in once again and focuses on the torso. The image becomes opaque to show the lungs within the thoracic cavity, showing four small lungs. It then focuses on the heart. Unlike other soldiers, who have one or two hearts, this soldier has five spread throughout the body: one behind the reinforced sternum, two in the shoulders protected by the shoulder blades and humerus bone, and two near the kidneys protected by the ribs. It has no genitals. It has no anus.

Within the abdomen, there is no gut. Instead there is a very large liver with five lobules, a large lymphatic system with an increased immune system composed of nanobots, and instead of an intestinal system, gallbladder, pancreas, and all those organs used for digestion, it has a very large sac for a stomach.

I am both amazed and appalled at this being. It has no gut, no anus, no genitalia, no hair. It barely resembles a human, except for its face and arms. But when it comes to organs, it is something entirely different. The image freezes and focuses on the naked soldier once again. Cien-gi explains:

“The Homo iluminatus is the next step in the natural progression of the scientists in Togami labs to create the so-called perfect human/soldier. We’ve been able to stall the progress in releasing the new updated body. Our efforts have mainly focused on infiltration and sabotage, aiming to delay the upgrade.

“The Homo iluminatus is a soldier that has increased natural armor—that thick white substance on its skin—, stronger bones, bigger muscles, and a faster brain. He does not eat orally, but rather he absorbs whatever he needs from the environment.”

“So the new soldier is a fucking plant?” I mock.

“Ha. I wish it were funny. But yes, we are getting more similar to plants in that regard, of course far more efficient, and infinitely more lethal. As I was saying, as long as it has access to the elements hydrogen, oxygen, carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus, calcium, sulfur, magnesium, and other such essential elements, the organism is capable of creating its own essential bio-molecules to self-repair and nourish itself without the need to sit down and eat, or even less take a shit.

“It has no colon. No genitals. No hormone imbalance and therefore has no lust and no desire to copulate, mate, or possess another being in a carnal way. It does, however, much like the Homo perfectus, have a strong genetic sense of duty.

“It is capable of generating its own energy as long as there’s a nearby star, but it can go without stellar radiation for a month and in a complete vacuum and remain in active duty. If conditions are harsh, it enters hibernation and recycles organic compounds. It can remain in this spore-like hibernation for years and activate itself upon finding favorable conditions.

“It’s mitochondria within each of its living cells have been ultra-modified, so it’s metabolism is highly efficient. It depends on oxygen to generate ATP, but it can generate its own oxygen through the proteolysis of water. It creates its own water through a controlled reaction of a controlled enzymatic coupling of hydrogen and oxygen. It can recycle its own urine for months on end. It eliminates toxic waste with a pulse of gas. Said gas is accumulated and stored at high pressures in small glands spread across its body. These glands store waste products in gas form but are more than just excretion glands. They actually have a function, which you shall soon see.

“Water and other nutrients are stored in that stomach-like sac you see there. 

“It has eyes with a retina that does not depend on the visible spectrum of light to see. It can perceive infrared light and ultraviolet, depending on the availability of visual light. If these is no visual light, it automatically switches to perceive ultraviolet or infrared electromagnetic radiation.

“They have vocal cords and can talk if they wish. However, talking is no longer necessary, as each of these soldiers will have the new state-of-the-art Togami bio-DAT, the latest generation of DAT, which is the highest biotechnology to date created by Togami labs, perfectly unifying the neurons of the human brain with the hardware and software of the ÆTAS OS, which has eliminated its dependence on Iris.”

“What?”

“That’s right. They will not depend on an AI. The soldier can receive quantum data directly into the bio-DAT and interpret it without the need of an AI. It is highly superior in this regard. Bring down Iris, and they do not suffer. This does not go for their ships though. Their vessels still depend on AI and Astrogation at warp-speed.

“The bio-DAT has an astonishing capacity to back up the user’s personality and memories every ten seconds with a quantum server at quantum speed—from anywhere in the universe. If the soldier dies, no problem. A new clone replaces him, and he is back in the war in no time.”

“We will wage war against clones?”

“One per personality. Remember, to avoid being hacked or attacked by a virus, the ÆTAS has always depended on the variability of genetic lines to avoid being wiped out by a virus. A master server harbors the master personality of thousands of soldiers, with one master personality per person/soldier. Every thought and every conversation are uploaded and synchronized every ten seconds into the master server. Every time the soldier dies, his genes are downloaded into a new biotechnological vessel called the Hivegoddess, no pun intended there. The Hivegoddess is alive. Its function is to carry around soldier embryos, for the speedy assembly of a full-blown soldier in less than twelve minutes. From embryo to soldier. Twelve minutes!”

“How in the name of xenos?”

“EHES. Extreme Hormonal Endo Stimulation. A new procedure delivered by a pool of enzymes under quantum stimulation that are able to build a body extremely quickly, aided by nano-3D printers that help synthesize the body at such speed.”

“But the organs…the brain…”

“Everything. Zipped up in twelve minutes by the EHES. It is a sick and troubling technology that will soon be deployed against us.”

“This is very worrisome. What is the ÆTAS doing to humanity?”

“Good question. Hence the war,” he says.

I sigh. “No new Torragami?”

“No. The ÆTAS seems proud of its design. The Torragami, Katami, and Kuze no Tenshi haven’t been changed in the last several centuries. There’s no rush to do so, either.”

“A benefit.”

“Indeed. We can still beat them if we face them in our mechs.”

“There is hope.”

“Let me show you the anatomical data of the Hivegoddess bio-technological beast. The anatomy of it is chilling.”

“Beast?”

“Observe. It is alive! It has a brain, a will, a bio-DAT. It is a human clone expanded into the size of a Banewing warship. The first of its kind. It is disgusting. It’s a chimera between a ship and a human. They baptized it Hivegoddess. It has a large head with some wicked similarity to a human face without distinguishable features. A short neck connects the head to the large belly of the ship/life-form. The belly is shaped in such a way that it resembles a hornet, with a pointy tip. It has six powerful legs to navigate itself in gravity wells and many nozzle jets to maneuver in space. Its body is very soft, almost like flesh. This is what’s in it.”

The anatomical design focuses in on the innards. Its innards are small hallways all leading to many hundreds of thousands of pods, each containing a small embryo ready for EHES. A simulation shows how after each embryo has matured and formed a three-meter-tall soldier; it is then spat out by the pointy tip of the tail end of the ship.

“Each soldier created by EHES is deployed directly into space. As noted, these soldiers don’t need or require armor to survive in a vacuum. Their natural armor is something they secrete at will, and it’s made of reinforced enamel. The armor is strong enough to protect the body from the hostility of a vacuum, but it is not tough enough to prevent large-caliber ammo from piercing it.”

“At least they can be shot down. How about power armor? Has the ÆTAS created new servo armor for their new unit?”

“Yes. I present you the new Kira combat armor.

The next hologram shows the new Kira combat armor, thinner than the Horjin, more versatile. The four echelon colors are still in use: the Golden armor for the Omega echelon, Purple for the Alastar echelon, Silver for the Lunastar, and Black for the Devastar.

“The new katana,” he presents.

The hologram shows the new power blade. The entropic blade, as efficient and horrifically powerful as it is, it’s being substituted by the new Hellblade. 

“Hellblade? Hell was a word prohibited by the ÆTAS. Why are they using it now?”

Cien-gi shrugs his shoulders. “I wish I knew why the ÆTAS is calling its weapons Hell-something. It only means that they are probably very powerful. The Hellblade operates by constantly generating a small and microscopic film of argon-plasma. It cuts deeper than the entropic blade and is far more destructive. The scabbard has some strange electromagnetic mechanism that quenches the plasma micro-film once sheathed.” says Cien-gi. 

“Argo, we are dealing with the most ambitious genetically created beasts of all times. The ÆTAS has truly taken a dark path, experimenting like never before with the human genetic line by creating that abomination, the Hivegoddess. Once the ÆTAS has upgraded the Stærfleet into Homo iluminatus, and the swarm of Hivegoddesses are deployed into the field, we are doomed.”

“Do they still depend on planetary ships?”

“Yes.”

“So we will have to make war at a distance and in space. Close-quarters combat is reserved for Torragami. Face to face it would be nearly impossible to defeat them.”

“Agreed,” says Cien-gi. “Unless we defeat them before they have upgraded to the new Homo iluminatus. With Nakata and the Dominatus down, there are only three ÆTAS-loyal legions. We number four legions, plus you. This is our chance!”

Silence. I take it all in.

“This is madness. At this rate, there will always be a new monster to create, a better, more efficient soldier. The benefit of having soldiers using the backbone genetic structure of the sapiens was that there was always the original genetic line, so to speak. Once the original genetic line is obliterated and forgotten, it will be merely decades before the new ÆTAS has some ugly xenos-resembling soldier with no similarity to a human. The ÆTAS has crossed the line. They must be stopped, especially if they have started creating vessels like the Hivegoddess. What comes next? Anything is possible!”

“And the new soldiers are cheaper and easier to build too. You don’t require an assembly line! Only an embryo that has the proper genes to self-assemble and grow by EHES. Did I mention the Hivegoddess eats?”

“Food?”

“You could call it food. It eats dead bodies. Not very appetizing at all.”

“What!”

“It feasts on the fallen. This grants it the necessary building blocks to continue generating bodies ad infinitum. I’m telling you, the ÆTAS worries me. This is one of the many reasons why it has to be stopped! The quicker the better!”

“Aye, brother. If it’s not stopped, it will become the worse plague to ever infect the known universe. 

“Can you imagine someone like Mortimer or Trokar in one of these iluminatus bodies? They would be nearly unstoppable.”

I swallow hard.

“Can they move in empty space. You mentioned they were deployed by that hive beast into a vacuum.”

“Ah, yes. I nearly forgot about that. They are able to maneuver themselves in the vacuum of space. Recall the secretory glands that build up and pressurize the waste product of metabolism? Those glands work like the nozzle jets on your Torragami. These are the first organic nozzle jets. They can travel at a top speed of a thousand miles per second in a vacuum. The only good thing is if they run out of fuel, they cannot stop, so they become paste when they collide with another body.”

“Don’t tell me they spread their arms like wings to fly to planets in the atmosphere,” I joke.

“No, they cannot fly or flap like birds.”

He doesn’t laugh.

“They fart and move in space. Very elegant,” I say.

“We’ve jested about it. But believe me when I say a soldier with the capacity to depend on very little to survive is terrifying. Worse still is that the ÆTAS is manipulating human genetics to create abominations like the Hivegoddess. What else are they creating? What other monsters are they generating?

A chill claws itself up my spine as I imagine the Hivegoddess feasting on frozen cadavers in open space and the infinite possibilities for what the ÆTAS is capable of creating now that it has tapped into genetic engineering, creating hybrids between human genetics and machine. 

I have a sudden flare of anger. I clench my fists and tighten my jaw, “I cannot believe this is happening! It was supposed to be so easy! Ahmurai had to destroy it all! And these monsters! Chimeras between man and machine!”

My sudden fit of rage gets every soul on the bridge on edge.
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I am grim. Coming back to the Milky Way has resulted in nothing but pain. I am having a very hard time believing all that has been said about the ÆTAS and Ahmurai, especially Ahmurai’s defeat and the destruction of Terra. At least he purified sectors H-X. But that is not enough. The solar system is gone, but little does that matter. The ÆTAS is still strong.

Old Earth…is gone. This makes me sad. I may be ten thousand years old, but having been born on that old rock always made it feel like home, even if I was many thousands of light years away from it. 

Knowing it was there was comfort enough, to imagine where my parents and my fallen brethren were buried and to have experienced my childhood there, made it that one place I hoped would someday go back to being what it was.

In its stead, a weaponized black hole has swallowed the solar system whole and is chewing away at the Sun to eventually devour it. Ahmurai, his particles, or whatever is left of him is inside that black hole. I think he spoke to me. His thoughts did at least. To save him? To get the artifact? But how?

There is a way…you must find it! I am not dead…merely trapped between dimensions. You must find the way…

Ahmurai? I shake the voice—or my own thoughts?—off and try to figure out if this is my imagination playing tricks on me or if it is truly Ahmurai’s voice. Why now? When I conveniently think about him.

Maybe I do have Herxheimer’s dementia. 

Is that you? I ask the voice. No answer. Does this prove its within my own head, my own imagination playing tricks on me? Could it be?

I await a response, but nothing comes forth. I take a deep breath and continue making myself to the nearest infirmary, where the MedPod holds Masaaki’s healing body.

As I enter the infirmary, the two Medicæ Techs salute in the standard fashion. They are both awestruck, and I’m sure one of them snapped a picture of me. I can’t believe I’m still famous. Well, I guess news of me killing Nakata has spread. In that case, I must be more famous than ever.

I take a good look at these sapiens. They are of average human height and skin color. So small and so weak, but then again, so intelligent and creative. How can the ÆTAS even fathom exterminating the sapiens? I was a sapiens once, so were my parents and the majority of people whom I’ve loved. I think this is why I take it personal when someone says they want all the sapiens dead. Because it is personal.

The two Medicæ leave as I approach the MedPod. Several servitors continue on their tasks, ignoring my presence.

Masaaki has her eyes closed. She is naked, her breasts and genital area covered by a small translucent film. Her hair floats freely among the ambarine thick fluid. Two robotic arms continue working on her body, finetuning her now regenerated flesh. She still has many tubes inserted into her body. One in the breathing pipe, one in the food pipe, and several electrodes in each major muscle group.

She is bulky with muscle. I had forgotten how quickly her body had grown used to the 2G gravity in Melam. She is something else. 

I get an itch. I feel like she’s not human at all. I get nervous at the thought. Could she be one of these new androids with no lights in her temples? No! Impossible. I’ve had sex with androids before. You can sense they are different. No, Masaaki is not an android. I’m quite certain of it. But not one hundred percent sure. No…no…she must be human. She was born and raised in Hetzune, and she is a distant relative of Carmen’s. 

She has told me all about her childhood and work, her quarrels with her parents. Of course she’s human. She was born from her mother’s womb. 

She opens her eyes when I tap on the thick glass. She smiles. Her awakening triggers her disconnection from the MedPod. The robotic arms finish up removing all connections as the ambarine fluid is drained. Before stepping out, she is dried up and cleaned by the servitors and then dressed in the standard military polycarbonate jumpsuit. Her hair is dried and tied neatly in a small bun by the servitors.

“Good as new,” she yelps in a hoarse voice, a result of the tubes in her windpipe. She rushes toward me and hugs me. I flinch and take a small step back.

Her smile vanishes. Her lips curl into an angry expression and then into a sad stare. “What’s wrong?”

I notice the two Medicæ staring. I growl at them, and they vanish from the scene.

“It’s…” I can’t say it. What is wrong?

“I see. Your armor. You’re back to being the good old commander, aren’t you? So much for being a Ronin, I guess. So much for the little conversation we had back in the Banewing when we rescued you.”

Her composure changes. She is back to being the hard-ass special forces agent I’d first met. 

“So that’s it? No let’s talk about it or anything? By the Golden Tree…you are a fine piece of work, Argo. I can’t believe you…why?”

Her sadness seeps through the hard-ass features.

“Listen. It’s not that I don’t want to… Believe me, I do. I truly want to be with you. It’s just…there’s a lot going on you don’t know about.”

“Yes, I do!” she yells. “I’m a Special Forces agent, dumb ass. I get debriefed on all the shit that’s coming down on us way faster than you are. What do you think I was doing in that pod? Resting my guts? I was getting debriefed right in here. I am a Doomsayer for crying out loud. Ferfasser has been in contact with me, and I’m due to rendezvous with him soon enough. I know everything. About Ahmurai, and the ÆTAS experimental hybrids, the weapons Hellbringer and Hellblade. Yes, it’s sickening. We are all scared shitless about this. How does this change anything between you and I? How?”

I am speechless. I try to babble something, but nothing comes out. And here I am, the oldest, most famous soldier of all time and I am being torn to shreds by an insolent Doomsayer. Cien-gi is right. This could lead to many deaths. If she were to speak like this to Furogata, or Thesna, she would be slain right then and there. There it is. That’s the reason why I’m behaving like this.

“It’s more complex than you think. If my brothers see us together, they would not approve,” I say.

“Approve? What are you five? Do you need mommy’s approval to date?”

“Do NOT MENTION MY MOTHER,” I say slowly, with poorly contained rage. I am astounded by my own reaction.

“Oh, you’ve got bad mommy issues then,” she pushes onwards.

“It’s not that!” I bark. She takes a step back upon seeing the rage on my face. “Wait…it’s…I’m afraid they would kill you. How you speak to me. It’s fine with me. I like to be treated like a normal person. But if you were to speak like this to one of my brothers, you would be dead in the blink of an eye. Please…it’s not that I don’t want to! It’s that I’m afraid of losing you!”

She blinks and gets serious. “Fine,” she sighs. “So what do you propose we do?” she says crossing her arms and tapping her shoe on the hull floor.

“Just wait…let’s feel out the environment. We could always meet in private.”

“I don’t think so. I’m nobody’s charity project or secret lover. It’s not like I need you. We are in this together or not at all. Man up, Argo. You’ve got balls, don’t you? Go feel this out if that’s what you want. Once you’ve made up your mind, come find me. I’m reuniting with Ferfasser and Cervantes. You know where to find me once you know what you want. You know what I want. At least for now. I may change my mind.”

She turns around and walks away. I can’t help but stare at her ass and amazing toned body. I feel a surge of jealousy as I imagine androids and other men hitting on her. I also feel a stab of relief as I no longer need to justify my being with her. This is for the best. If one of my brothers were to kill her for being insolent, which she is, I’m afraid I would lose my temper and kill the brother who slew her. That would be a grave mistake. As long as this strange civil war rages on, I must focus on defeating the ÆTAS, especially considering how terrifying this whole genetic hybrid thing is going. I’m afraid of what the ÆTAS is capable of creating.

“Brother, meet me at the bridge. I dropped a pin in your map. We’re about to exit warp-speed and rendezvous with Furogata. We have arrived at our destination. Our other brothers Thesna and Abbys are also arriving.”

“We are touching down on a planet?”

“Not yet. The first meeting will be held at the Elite’s Strategy Theater for debriefing and your first encounter with Ferfasser and his entourage. I think Ferfasser has some surprise to show us afterwards. He mentioned something about descending planetside to a Doomsayer controlled planetary system. Cien-gi out.”
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The Strategy Theater has always been reserved for the highest echelons and ranks, and more often than not only those who command war are granted a seat. 

Outside the personal guard for each of my brothers stand guard as they have arrived nearly at the same time. We all meet at the entrance, with each of the legions’ Devastars formed at the hallway in full combat gear with Gorecannons at the ready and Entropic Blades sheathed at their sides.

I see my other three brothers approach as they walk alongside each other, purposefully doing so to avoid seeming like they are superior or inferior to one another. 

I see Abbys, the albino soldier with his deep dark eyes, marching confidently in his purple armor. His contrasting features are inescapably noticeable, especially how his near translucent white skin combines with his vacuum-like black eyes. At the center of his breastplate, the large Eta symbol “H” of the Host is clearly visible.

At his side, walks Furogata from the Elite, the Wise old Samurai as he is sometimes referred to, known for his stoicism, silence, and the extreme cleanliness with which he wages war. His skin is a dark copper color, and his eyes are more slanted than most. With a large square chin and long eyebrows, he has always been that soldier who resembles the old Japanese warrior the most. And he fits the part too with his silent and disciplined demeanor. He is known for being very intolerant of insubordination, and even less tolerant of insolent sapiens. At the center of his breastplate, the gleaming Epsilon “E” marks him as the commander of the Elite.

Last, the Gambit Legion commander walks at Furogata’s side. This very large soldier is the tallest of us all, nearing three meters in height. Thesna’s skin is light-copper tinged, but his large round eyes and crooked nose make him unmistakably recognizable among a crowd. Much like Ogre, my now dead friend, Thesna has a constantly furrowed brow, which makes him appear angry all the time. The large gamma “G” symbol at the center of his breastplate shines as light from the halls hits it at an angle.

Behind them, I can make out more people. I know those are sapiens, obvious by their smaller size and more frequent steps to compensate for the large steps my brothers take.

Cien-gi is at my side. As soon as we are at arms’ length, we all break military decorum and hug each other and pat each other on the back three times.

“It is good to see you again, brother! We heard the good news. You slew Nakata!” celebrates Abbys with a large smile. His short white hair is in stark contrast to his pitch-black eyes and white skin.

“They say you earned a bright new medal. This new medal system is odd. But I’ll take it over nothing. It’s nice to see the good old headshot announced when you get it. Makes you want to get more headshots, ha!”

“It was Cien-gi and the Falcon who slew the Dominatus Legion. Lynx only slew their commander,” corrects Furogata. “Things must be said properly and correctly, and the right people must be given their proper recognition,” he says.

“Oh, come on, Furogata. Always ruining a family reunion with your over-correctness,” jests Thesna. “If Lynx would have never slain Nakata, the Dominatus Legion may have never actually fallen. It is known when you slay the war-leader, the rest of the troops fall in accordance.”

“It is good to see you again, brothers,” I say, genuinely happy to see them.

“Does he know everything? Is he debriefed?” asks Furogata.

“Aye, brother. He has been told of the perils that threaten the galaxy,” says Cien-gi, suddenly grim. The meeting changes tone, and we are all suddenly weary.

“Terrible news, isn’t it?” says Abyss. “To think the ÆTAS has taken this route is simply sickening. It is obvious High Command and the Celestials are mentally ill, even more of a reason to kill them all.”

“What about this Calamity of Canis Major? Captured and defeated. And now in the empty sectors to which he laid waste, new planetary systems are being born as we speak, all orbiting new stars and filled with brimming life made of this strange germanium element,” comments Thesna.

“That cleansing and terraforming weapon of his is the epicenter of it all. And of course, you may well know that is where the ÆTAS is concentrating all its efforts. With the loss of the solar system, the ÆTAS is no longer bound to a central command region. They are now on the move, and the whole Celestial Core and Omnistar Cohort are anchored in high and low orbits around this large vessel thing the Calamity of Canis Major brought with him. The whole Morray class fleet is there. But so are the other three planetary ships, constantly vigilant of that vessel,” says Abyss.

“Aye, it is that vessel they feel contains Ahmurai’s secrets. The ArcheoTechs are busy excavating and translating his strange hieroglyphic language. Good thing that the vessel is very, very large, so it will take many, many decades to excavate it completely to find all of its secrets,” says Thesna.

“So that is what the ÆTAS is up to?” I ask.

“That among many things. The ÆTAS is never too busy to do everything it wants. It excavates and investigates that vessel, and at the same time, it rages on with its Sapien Inquisition, although it has come to a near halt now that the three planetary ships loyal to the ÆTAS are protecting the vessel at all costs. Of course, this is a recent change,” says Abbys.

“Why?” I ask.

“Because you’re back. You killed Nakata. Now they fear that we will attack them in full force. I don’t blame them. I think we should attack head on. Four legions against three gives us the odds to win this one,” says Thesna.

“That’s not the only reason. The new Hivegoddess, the first human-machine hybrid is being built en masse as we speak. That is how they plan to generate the millions upon millions of bodies to upgrade the three remaining fleets into the new soldier. They will have them reproduced by these Hivegoddess machines and not as they were in the past in the Togami labs in sacs of amniotic fluid.”

“Those new planets with new life are a wonder, I tell you. The ÆTAS has tried to scourge them. And then the most unexpected thing happens.”

“They reappear,” I say. “I know. I lived it firsthand when Tauro terminated a planet and slew all its life. The thing just reappeared!”

“It’s that vessel Ahmurai left behind. It must be. That thing is more powerful than anything we’ve imagined,” says Thesna.

“Not more powerful than the Hellbringer. The weapon that subdued Ahmurai,” says Abbys.

“It is more powerful. It could possible destroy the Hellbringer if it were used against it,” says Thesna.

“But the Hellbringer destroyed the creator of the vessel, so it could destroy it as well. So it’s more powerful!” retorts Abbys.

Abbys is at it with Thesna, as they both start to argue. Soon it will end in fists. They do this all the time. They have a strange love-hate relationship. The type I used to have with Tauro, until he betrayed me.

“Excuse me, commanders,” says a new voice. Behind Furogata stands a tall sapien, measuring two meters in height. He is of my stature. I look at him in the eye and immediately recognize him. 

Ferfasser Yuldaga, one of the Primordials, one of the oldest Celestials around. The leader of the Doomsayers who allegedly, together with Carmen, helped to found the Doomsayers.

I get a tickle behind the neck when I stare into his eyes. I see contempt. I see a proud man willing to do anything to reach his goals. I have a sudden urge to kill him. That rat. He’s a weasel. I do not trust him from the second I sized him up. He notices my intentions. I realize he is also sizing me up.

I feel uncomfortable as he studies me. I feel him making decisions, quickly and terribly, feel he is able to place me in some sort of grand scheme he surely has, as if I were but another pawn on his chessboard.

I growl at him. My brothers echo me. He does not cower down! His eyes continue to stare at me! How dare he!

“We finally meet, my esteemed commander, Alastar Magna Lynx. This is an honor,” he extends a hand.

I bare my teeth and am about to explode when I notice Masaaki behind him surrounded by other sapiens in Ferfasser’s echelon. How did she get here? She must have been escorted by Ferfasser, granted access here.

Ferfasser does not flinch. Not even in the face of death. My brothers tower over him and seem on the verge of destroying him. But why don’t we? Something stays my hand. It is his unflinching stance. He knows the power he wields, his position in this whole mess. He has the upper hand.

I feel the urge to cut him open like a sack of meat. To rip him apart with both hands one dug into each side of his chest and simply…!

Then I notice the android Cien-gi mentioned. Cervantes. His appearance quells my anger even more than Masaaki. He stands very near Ferfasser’s right shoulder, and his eyes are downcast. He has very pale skin and very long blond hair, long enough that it reaches his shoulders. He has lights on his temples, and they shine a deep-blue color. Lights? I thought they were free. I notice he is the only being in here with lights on his temples. He is thin and looks ill. What role does he fulfill? And why does he look like he does?

Ferfasser does not lose his bravado. He stands there with both hands behind his back and his chest puffed up.

“I hope we can get to know each other well. The Doomsayers and the Ronin Legions have a common enemy, and we must learn to cooperate with each other,” says Ferfasser. 

His wavy brown hair is tossed backwards, his long aristocratic nose and thin lips make him look like a Duke of the old castle days. Deep brown eyes hide a wealth of experience. A man as long lived as I am, a wealth of emotions well hidden behind a poker face. I am his complete opposite. My emotions are plainly visible. I am a visceral man. He is a well-measured, controlled, and utterly ruthless politician who has been in the game of controlling others far too long. He is a Primordial, a Celestial who has been granted the opportunity to clone himself forever.

“Come, commanders. We have a war to plan. Commander Lynx has performed a great feat in the defeat of Nakata. This allowed Alastar Magna Cien-gi and the Falcon Novasphere to take out the Dominatus Legion. This opens a window of opportunity for us, at the heat of the battle, when the ÆTAS is nearing their upgrade into the new Homo iluminatus and the dreadful Hivegoddess. Our opportunity may be now! Join me in the Strategy Theater,” says Ferfasser.

We do not move. Who does this man think he is? Commanding us as if he were the big shot here? I see that Furogata is in an utter rage, but it’s contained so well that you would only notice it if you knew how to read his facial expressions. He raises one eyebrow. Ferfasser turns pale.

“I’m sorry, please forgive me. I’m very set in my ways. I did not mean to give orders in your ship. I know how things are done. I just got overly excited upon seeing the savior of the galaxy.”

“Little man,” says Furogata flatly. “You and your excitement have earned you one too many deaths, Messiah,” he mocks.

“You will not insult the Messiah! He is the savior of humanity! If you kill him, he will but come back in his human flesh to continue his leadership in this quest against the ÆTAS and her beasts!” yells one of the men in black armor with a laser rifle at the ready in Ferfasser’s echelon.

Furogata makes a small gesture with his eyes. Two Devastar from his personal guard move utterly swiftly, utterly deadly. Swords are unsheathed, Entropic blades cut through the sapiens who defended Ferfasser. Two men fall cut in half, followed by a mist and an explosion of flesh.

“Nooo!” I hear someone cry. It is Masaaki. I see her run to the fallen. I see the remains. The corpses…the guts…the chips, and the wires. They were not men! They were androids…the new generation of androids, freed from their restraints and undetectable among men and women were it not for their entrails and lifespan.

I notice Cervantes is weeping softly. Ferfasser turns red in rage and then gathers himself up again.

“You…! You must stop the killings!”

“I must?” another gesture. Two more fall. These were sapiens. Masaaki recoils in terror and flees to the innards of the Elite planetary ship. The rest of Ferfasser’s echelon is paralyzed in terror. I analyze his followers.

Many men and women are dressed in black jumpsuits with the Golden Tree of Redemption symbol at the center of the chest. The minority, who must be from the Warphanx, are actually in black armor. Four of the sapiens are not in armor nor in a black jumpsuit. They are dressed in purple robes and are completely bald.

“Your sins against humanity will not go unpunished, you monster,” says one of the bald ones in purple robes. “The new world the Messiah has promised us will be bereft of genetic whores like you and your lot. Ferfasser has promised the original genetic seed will prevail, and all of the mutants and lab rats will be abolished! This is the price you will pay!”

The bald man who spoke steps forwards, holds a bottle of red liquid over his head, and pours it onto himself. Upon contact, the man starts to melt away as the corrosive liquid chews him up alive until he is no more than a heap of flesh with wafting acrid smoke coming from the consumed body.

“Unnecessary martyrs. They can die as much as they want in response to our killings. But your people will learn to respect us or die trying,” says Furogata.

“I already told you. I do not control their beliefs. They are a cult they themselves baptized as Nimbala. They seek to purify humanity from the genetic manipulations introduced by the ÆTAS.”

“They call you Messiah,” I interrupt. “You told them the new world would be rid of us? So you having clones of yourself makes you a Messiah because you come back from the dead? This is madness!” I yell.

“I did not! I promised to rid them of the ÆTAS. If that is what they interpreted as getting rid of the super soldiers, then that is their problem.”

“It is your problem. You are not correcting them.”

“I cannot!”

“Are you saying your own religion has gotten out of hand?” I ask him. He flinches.

“Androids are free people! We deserve equal rights!” yells a Doomsayer. As soon as his words leave his mouth, he falls, cut into two slices. It was an android. More yells of terror.

“They will not hinder us! We shall prevail! The Doomsayers have waited long enough for the Necro Day! Attack! The purity of Nimbala will consume them all!” yells one of the religious leaders in the purple robes.

“You fools!” yells Ferfasser. It is too late. The disaster swiftly unfolds before me.

Doomsayer soldiers aim their laser rifles and shoot at the Devastar who killed their friends. Two religious leaders toss inflamed red-liquid bottles to the soldiers.

The laser pulses are refracted into brilliant spectacle bursts of visible and harmless light, while the acid substance chews at the surface of the titanium ceramide armor, but barely does any damage. The response is absolute. The Devastar pull out their Gorecannons and shoot almost every single one of Ferfasser’s echelon. At least thirty are dead in less than a blink of an eye.

“Stop! Please don’t!” yells Ferfasser. I notice Furogata pointing his Entropic Blade at Cervantes. The blonde android is terrified.

“Not him…please…no more killings…. Stand back you fools!” yells Ferfasser to the remaining Doomsayers in his party.

“There are two hundred thousand Doomsayers aboard my ship. I can have them all purged within the hour if you do not resolve this issue,” says Furogata.

“Brother! What is this madness! What is going on here?” I yell.

“I will not have these Doomsayer rats insult me and my legion time after time. I will not allow it. And if it results in their deaths, that is all well by me. We only need that man alive,” he says, pointing a finger to Ferfasser. “We just need his AI and his quantum servers to fight the ÆTAS. We do not need his feeble dogs to win this war. They could all die for all I care,” says Furogata with disgust. 

“You need us! You need the Doomsayers! We are the original seed! The ÆTAS is purging humanity and without the sapiens gene, humanity is done. Why fight this war then? Why defend sapiens if you are killing sapiens?”

“You deserve the blade, Ferfasser,” says Furogata. “How many times must I kill you to have your followers understand we will not tolerate their insolence? My whole ship may drown in your blood, and I would not care. I have slain more than seven of your clones, Ferfasser, and I am at the last of my tolerance for you and your crew. I will have your clone factory destroyed. You are scum. Reviving yourself time after time makes you a man who does not fear death. 

“I am tired of you and your insolence. I’m a man of my word. Here I drop my sentence upon you: I order the destruction of Ferfasser’s secret base and his clone and android factory. He can keep his stolen Morray class ship. With all the Togami gear that he’s stolen over the millennia, he’s been a man playing at both sides, the Doomsayers and the ÆTAS at the same time, so he has accumulated a wealth of power for himself. Isn’t  that right? Tell Lynx here. He is unaware of all this,” says Furogata.

“Please, don’t destroy my clone and android factory! I need my clones to continue being the leader of the Doomsayers in the post-ÆTAS era. They need a leader! I need to create more androids! You must let me be the Primordial I’ve always been! I need my clones to carry on with my leadership of the Doomsayers.”

“That will not be allowed,” says Thesna. “You will become a mortal. You will die like us if we lose this war. I will not allow you to consider betraying us if the ÆTAS somehow offers you a better deal. If you can have clones of yourself, you could have more than one of you alive at the same time. As we speak, you may have a clone of yourself in the ÆTAS planning against us.”

“That is barbaric! How dare you accuse me of this? I’ve been the Doomsayer leader for millennia! I want the ÆTAS down. I have the same objective as you do.”

“But is it possible?” I ask. “To have more of you at the same time alive and operating?”

The scene is a massacre. We are having this discussion between dead bodies.

“Yes, technically I could have more than one body alive at the same time. I have a new bio-DAT installed and in all of my clones. The new state of the art bio-DAT is a piece of amazing hardware that is one of our first true biotechnological advances. It fuses the DAT with the neurons. It bypasses the need for AI. With the new bio-DAT, your master version of yourself lives in a server, the master server. This body of mine is an extension of my true personality. I control it with the version of myself installed in this body, so to say remotely from the master server. So, technically, I could have more than one body anywhere in the galaxy, and I would still synchronize with my master server every ten seconds, so if I die a new clone of me would be released and the master version downloaded into the new body.”

“But if there are two or more of you, and if you die, which of you becomes you?”

“Both. I just mesh both experiences together and gain more knowledge. The experience is absorbed by the master personality.”

“Maybe we should destroy the server and the clone factory. This way we can ensure that each of you cannot be cloning yourself and surviving if we die.”

“You cannot destroy the server. Hai is installed there too. If you destroy the server, you beat yourselves and you lose the war.”

“You planned this well.”

“I did not. There was no way to know your brothers would become Ronin.”

“So how would you have won the war were it not for my brothers?”

Silence. He answers a fraction of a second too late. This man is certainly hiding many things. “We have developed new weapons of which none of you is aware.”

“You and your secrets sicken me! Where are these weapons!”

“They are well hidden of course, waiting to be unleashed at the right moment. If I released them too soon, the ÆTAS would have known about them and reverse engineered the weapons for themselves. The weapons must remain a secret until the last moment.”

“They say your Morray class ship has all the engineering to have a Hellbringer on board. It is also equipped with a warp-engine. You’ve had enough time to tamper with this ship.”

“Is this true?” I ask.

“It is. Having had Iris hacked allowed me many freedoms, including tampering with and modifying a Morray class ship, the Purgatory as it is called, which I used to escape when the time came. As you can clearly see, it was useful. And yes, I am planning to construct a Hellbringer on it, to use against the ÆTAS. When the time comes, of course.”

“Brothers, we could use that weapon to our advantage,” I say.

“Or he could use it against us!” yells Furogata, furious.

“The weapon is not ready. It has several technical difficulties; for starters, the antimatter primer is deficient…”

“Shut your mouth, rodent!” yells Furogata.

Ferfasser goes pale.

“Stop! Brothers, take a moment and breathe.” I must calm them down or much more blood would be spilled. “Can these weapons be used to our advantage?”

“Yes. The Doomsayers would have used them anyway. But since we joined forces, I’ve been waiting for the right moment to reveal these weapons. The Hellbringer I’m building on that Morray has come to a halt, mostly because Alastar Magna Furogata will not allow my androids to work on it. The ship is currently embargoed at the Falcon Novasphere’s ship bay.” He says icily.

“Brother, will you allow them to finish the weapon?”

“No! They will use it against us!” says Furogata.

“A weapon with that strength could come in handy when the time is right,” I say, trying to appeal to his logic. 

“You have always been a Doomsayer lover, haven’t you, brother?” he says.

“Stop with the insults, Furogata. I’m trying to win a war. It would seem you would lose it as long as you can keep your pride. It is your pride that will have us all killed if you do not let go of this situation,” I say in a soft voice.

“There he comes. The little cockroach melancholic warrior coming to save the day. You appear all of the sudden in this galaxy and already you act as if you were our leader. You are a Doomsayer at heart.”

“What if I am?” I get in his face. I can feel his foul breath.

He keeps an even-keel face, but inside I know he is boiling in anger.

“He will be allowed to work on it provided Cien-gi releases the ship from the embargo,” says Furogata.

“It is done. I would like to see that weapon completed,” says Cien-gi.

“I thank you,” says Ferfasser.

“If at any moment you dare to use your weapons against us, I will rip you open with my bare hands,” says Furogata.

“So what other fancy technological toys do you have that we do not know about? A man in both worlds, the ÆTAS and the Doomsayers, it makes sense that you’ve been preparing for this Necro Day. So you have a clone factory, a science lab, what else?”

“I also have a military-grade Translator.”

“Why would you need that?”

“To transfer minds from one body to another. My goal was to have a large number of Homo iluminatus built in my own Togami labs and have your commanders transferred to them. I have the genetic sequences, but not the necessary materials, so I have no upgrades for you. But if you manage to capture one or more, I could transfer you to that body,” says Ferfasser.

“A MindTransfer machine you could use to transfer your mind to another body, say a super soldier’s,” I say.

“I could if I wanted to, yes. But I don’t need to. I have you as soldiers to wage the war,” says Ferfasser. “If you destroy the MindTransfer machine, then you also shoot yourself in the foot. As you know, I can use it to transfer minds from severely wounded bodies to newer bodies,” he says calmly.

“My brothers are right in not trusting you. You are a man of vast power and many mysteries. We will destroy your clone factory. You may keep your servers and your MindTransfer because it benefits us. As a sign of our generosity, we will allow you to continue synchronizing yourself with your server every ten seconds in exchange for your full cooperation and promise not to stab us in the back.”

“Not the clone factory…”

“It is done. The destruction of the hidden clone factory is confirmed,” says Furogata with a smile, beaming at Ferfasser.

Ferfasser turns red and is about to scream, but he manages to keep himself under control.

“Very well. You treat me as a prisoner. You allow me to be a leader.”

“We allow you life and many other things, Ferfasser. In exchange for your good will, you can continue your duties as the leader of the Doomsayers. As far as the slaying of your men, you must find a way to shut their mouths. I cannot control what my brothers do in their own ships. We are Ronin. No master but ourselves,” I say, turning to study Furogata’s reaction. 

“We answer to none but ourselves. Not to you dirty politicians or your insolent followers. If harmony is to exist among us, the ones to yield are the weaker ones. That means you and your lot,” I say. “Survival depends on it. So you better find a way to control your followers. To be honest with you, humanity as a whole could cease to exist and perhaps that would be the best of all answers.”

“I will find a way,” says Ferfasser, with such a strong conviction that I was convinced he will find a way to make things work between the Doomsayers and the Ronin Legions. 

“Now that we’ve met and established the rules of engagement, let us proceed to the Strategy Theater and plan this war,” I say, extending my hand to shake Ferfasser’s. 

He takes my hand. I do my best not to squeeze it too hard and turn it into mush.
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“We are united here on this fifteenth day of March year 12,103 of the standard Terran calendar. Not nine standard months have gone by since the Galactic Crusade was completed. As you all know the Omega Cohort quickly unveiled its plans to start the Great Intergalactic Crusade, pioneered by the Alpha and X Legions.

“We thank Commander Lynx for sharing his file wherein very good details of all he knows about the Calamity of Canis Major have been documented, aka Ahmurai. You all have it in your DAT available for download, encrypted and protected with your security code to avoid it being hacked by the ÆTAS. The file will be deleted within one hour, so make sure you read it carefully. Now, to the meat of the matter,” says Ferfasser. He keeps his cool even though his clone factory has been destroyed. This is worrisome. He must have other tricks up his sleeve. 

“This is a war for more than just survival,” continues Ferfasser. “This is a war to preserve the original human genome, to free it from the bondage of the ÆTAS, the supreme galactic empire that threatens to overtake the cluster of galaxies we live in, and worse yet, more of the known universe,” he says from the podium at the center of the stage in the Strategy Theater. 

“The ÆTAS, as you all know, has developed a super-massive weapon based on the designs of the Xibalba weaponry, that species that almost destroyed us were it not for our superiority in number. The weapon is called the Hellbringer, a singularity Slingshot.

“The result is a black hole that is sling shot from a large spiral-shaped cannon by a gravity constraint, that upon release, sends the singularity-sphere in a ballistic trajectory. The weapon uses massive amounts of energy fueled by the new antimatter engine.

“This is the weapon that defeated Ahmurai, the one I plan on building to eventually use against the ÆTAS. The other weaponry they have developed is the amazing new Homo iluminatus, far superior to the Homo perfectus, and the creation of the new Hellblade that has a surface of argon-plasma that super heats at the point of impact, causing massive destruction to tissues and any armor it touches. It slices though Torragami’s and the hull of the strongest mechs and ships. The Homo iluminatus is also getting an upgrade to their armor. The new Kira armor.

“The materials used for this armor are based on the studies of the pyramids that compose the structures in Ahmurai’s vessel. They are made of Tantalum bi-carbide. Tantalum is the element 73 in the periodic table, while carbon is number 6. The structure yields a very stable amalgam that forms a crystal-like structure that makes it very resistant, much more so than the titanium ceramide used in the Horjin and Talga X class armors in the fleet. It is a much heavier amalgam; therefore, even if you wanted to wear the new armor, it would slow you down significantly. In the new Homo iluminatus, the use of the new Kira armor slows them down by 25%. Because of this, if the enemy is fully geared, you would be matched in speed. The armor is not as strong as the pyramids and can be pierced by high-caliber ammo, such as DrillCore, and melted by the BlobGun.

“The other weapon is the new bio-tech chimera is known as the Hivegoddess, a mutant that combines human genetics and machine cyber-genes, creating the first self-sufficient machine-organism capable of self-sustaining its own body. Unlike androids, who are also a mesh between tech and biology, the Hivegoddess is a war machine capable of producing limitless amounts of soldiers within its entrails, using the new EHES DNA replication system.

“This allows the ÆTAS to deploy a war-machine capable of scavenging the battle scene for corpses and dead tissue that it engulfs to process into basic amino acids, carbohydrates and triglycerides, and ribonucleotides to create unlimited amounts of embryos to deploy soldiers directly onto the battlefield. We only have the anatomical diagram of the beast. We have never truly seen one in action. But from the sample videos we have hacked, the Hivegoddess is more than just an idle corpse-eating machine that pumps soldiers into the battlefield. It is also a weapon in itself.

“In its genetic material, it has heightened aggression genes that express an increased propensity to violence, no fear, and ultra-aggression in the battlefield. It can fight on planets, as strong musculature sustains its body in gravity wells. It is capable of attacking and ripping ships or even mechs into shreds to get more flesh for the production of more soldiers. In this sense, this war machine has two goals. One, penetrating behind enemy lines to deploy soldiers and, two, to cause death or consume it to continue pumping out new soldiers. As you all know, the Homo iluminatus can thrive in the vacuum of space. It does so by shielding its skin with the naturally secreted reinforced enamel that acts as a thick space suit. It does not have natural weapons, so it requires equipment to cause destruction. It can travel in empty space and thus seek ways to board a ship when damaged or when a hatch is open for the deployment of mechs or ships during an inter-planetary ship war. Once aboard a ship, by force or by cunning, these stealthy and speedy soldiers will find weapons of any type to cause damage. 

“As mentioned, Homo iluminatus without a Kira power armor are 25% faster than the Homo perfectus. So if you are up against an unarmored Homo iluminatus, be wary of their speed. Every single new Homo iluminatus is unique due to a variation of genetic material that creates unique individuals for war. No one Homo iluminatus is the same, which is actually a way to protect them from being hacked by a single entity were the entity able to overtake the central personality in the master server. Each body responds only to its master personality, so they cannot be hacked. As you know, with the new bio-DAT, each soldier synchronizes itself with its master version in the master server every ten seconds, so when the soldier is redeployed in the field, he can take up the battle where he left off.

“If that weren’t enough to cause concern, let us move to the hacked videos of the Hivegoddess in action. These videos are extremely explicit. They contain an extreme amount of gore because they were used against live subjects. They were tested against sapiens,” he says with a grim expression.

The Strategy Theater goes dark. At the center, a blue hue blooms into existence as the holosphere projects a live datastream. The video feed starts.

Ten sapiens float helpless in simple vacuum suits, spinning slowly in either clockwise or counterclockwise position. They flail wildly in the face of their fate. There is total silence.

A Hivegoddess is released into the controlled vacuum, likely a large hangar for weapons testing in one of the many hundreds of Astraport stations where weapons are developed.

The Hivegoddess is gruesome. It has the facial expression of a loathing human, with completely dark eyes. The material used to make its large head is totally dark, some bio-tech hardware that makes it tough as a ship’s hull but organic at the same time. It has a gaping mouth with enormous grinding units that lead to its throat. The gaping mouth is surrounded by four robotic fangs. On its belly, it has six strong human legs with long-fingered hands as feet with long claws to allow it excellent traction in gravity wells and to provide it with excellent flesh piercing and ripping capacity.

The hateful chimera studies the ten sacrifices. It moves impressively fast in sudden jerking movements, like those of a serpent with frequent micro-nozzle-jet bursts for very precise movement. Its roar is silent since this is filmed in a vacuum, but I can imagine what such a roar would sound like.

The first victim is torn open as the four mouthpiece fangs tear it apart and eat the flesh, with the six legs assisting in tearing off the armor.

The flesh exposed in the cool vacuum freezes and is delightfully consumed. The grinding teeth chew apart metal and flesh. The armor is spat back out, while the organic component is swallowed hole. 

The Hivegoddess appears to grow more frenzied as it tastes blood. It becomes increasingly excited and kills with increasing speed as it moves from victim to victim. No bodily juice is spared, no tissue is left.

“That is all we know about the Hivegoddess. It is horrendous to think that the ÆTAS has gone this route and created these terrible machines. As you can see, there is no need for an AI to control them, as the animal-machine has a will of its own. It does not, however, have the capacity or intelligence to make more complex decisions. It is extremely obedient and  controlled by the High Command itself. This is one of the first machines of destruction that do not need an AI to operate. And I can say the same of the Homo iluminatus. The new bio-DAT forgoes the need of an AI to communicate, to even synchronize.”

“When will these new weapons be ready for deployment?” I ask.

“My best estimate is within three weeks. Once the ÆTAS has deployed their new Hivegoddess, they will be on the hunt for flesh for the overproduction of the new Homo iluminatus. However, things have changed. The primary objective is to capture the survivors of Canis Major.”

“What? Why?” I ask.

“How naive,” insults Furogata. I glare at him.

“Think about it. Ahmurai is defeated, but there is talk that he could still be alive. A black hole, as far as we know, destroys everything it sucks up and reduces it to its most basic primitive materials. However, based on new research, there is a chance that black holes create an alternate and temporary dimension in known reality, like a sac in the fabric of space time in which the valve or cork is the black hole itself. Wormholes and black holes are a phenomenon that the ÆTAS has never explored until recently. While testing the Hellbringer, there have been data to show communications between the test victims continues in spite of them having fallen prey to the singularity field. This would suggest to the ÆTAS that Ahmurai is still alive, or at least in some form or manner that could lead to them achieving their ultimate quest.”

“The inheritance of Ahmurai’s technology,” I say.

“Indeed.”

The room grows cold as we consider the implications of what has been said. “But for now, you are the prime target, Commander Lynx,” says Ferfasser. 

“Do not call me Lynx,” I say all of the sudden. I hear my brothers gasp. “Call me Argo Herrero.”

“Brother! Are you mad!” chastises Furogata. “You will allow these sapiens to address you by name!? And not by your proper military code?” Furogata is about to explode. I see the disapproval in the faces of my other brothers.

“Aye. I will,” I say. “I am no longer a soldier of the ÆTAS. I am Ronin. And as my own master, I decide what I want to be called. I like to be called by the name I was born under. It has a nice way of rooting me back to who I was.”

“You are insane! I will not allow this,” says Furogata.

“You challenge me?” I ask, taking my hand to the hilt of my blade and standing up to face him.

“I…no…everyone knows you could best any of us in combat by the blade. You undermine our efforts. For eight months, we have struggled to teach these sapiens to behave under proper military decorum,” says Furogata.

“You can do whatever you wish in your vessel, but you cannot control me, brother. To actually disdain our former masters, we should also disdain our teachings as soldiers. If you adhere to your old military code, you are behaving like an ÆTAS war-dog and not a true rebel. To rebel means to rebel against it all,” I say.

“You will bring ruin to our ranks,” says Furogata.

“I will not, brother. I would only propose harmony between the factions. I will be addressed as Argo Herrero. During war, Lynx will suffice. But any man, woman, or android may address me as they wish.”

“Very well,” says Ferfasser with a smile on his face. “Argo Herrero is the prime target of the ÆTAS. But so is Masaaki,” says Ferfasser, turning suddenly grim. “The survivors of Canis Major are to be captured at any cost. This means that the ÆTAS will throw everything they have at us to achieve their goal.”

“We should take the war to them,” says Thesna. “The ÆTAS and the three remaining planetary ships are stationed at high orbital anchorage around Ahmurai’s vessel. We should attack them now that we have the upper hand! Four legions against three, we have the odds.”

“And deliver Lynx to them?” asks Cien-gi.

“Deliver him if needed. They would not take him. He would help us to destroy the ÆTAS. He is the most skilled veteran in the galaxy, beating any commander to the pulp. He can best all of us in combat. He could command the rebel forces into success,” says Abbys.

“I will not allow that! He can command you if you wish, but he will not command my legion!” says Furogata with cold steel words. “That traitor, a simple sapien-minded soldier will be the source of our destruction. He already allows sapiens to address him inappropriately. He mingles with sapiens. By the Light of Humanity, he is a sapien. Perhaps we should slay him now and we would be rid of the problem. The ÆTAS wouldn’t have a need to conquer his mind. We should also slay his little bitch,” says Furogata with venom.

I stand and move like a gust of wind. Before Furogata can react, my Entropic Blade has already pierced his chest below the clavicle, striking through the Horjin armor. The blow will not kill him. I did not turn on the entropy function. It popped a lung and caused some internal bleeding, but his self-repairing genes and cauterizing enzymes will heal him.

“Come get me yourself, coward,” I say. “Do not tempt me.”

Furogata gasps for air as his lung is slowly healed . I can see Furogata’s personal guard inching to their Gorecannons and blades.

“You speak treason,” says Cien-gi to Furogata. “How can you propose that we eliminate our best commander? If there is a way to get to Ahmurai, and if Argo is somehow the man to obtain his technology, then that means we could also obtain the weapon for ourselves,” he explains.

“You embarrassed me in front of my legion, A-r-g-o,” says Furogata with venom in his words. “This does not end here.”

“It does,” I say. “Let’s end this like men. Or have you no balls? Oh, I forget, you have no balls!” I bark at him.

“Brothers! Calm down,” says Abbys. No one dares stand between us.

“I see it very clearly now,” says Furogata with my blade hovering near his carotid. “The Doomsayers have always wanted you on their side because you are in essence a Doomsayer.”

“I am not a Doomsayer!”

“Previously you said you were. Your contradictions surprise me. Look at you. You act like one, you sleep with one, and you allow them to trample over you. This is why they’ve always wanted you on their side. You are the key to their success. Can’t you see it, brother? How you defend them?”

“I can see it. Because they are the weaker being assaulted by the strong. Because they are the last sapiens that are protected by us from total annihilation. They have the original gene pool. Without sapiens, there is no point in protecting the galaxy against the ÆTAS. We preserve them and destroy the ÆTAS so that they can rebuild. Or are you going to rebuild, Furogata? You and your hateful nature would create nothing. We are war-dogs. We are soldiers who have been evolved into war-machines, the pistons and gears of war. We can do nothing else. We are not creative, builders, or anything even close.”

“You say it because you were a sapien. You are still one,” says Furogata.

“Yes, I am. I have always desired to be back in a sapiens body and die a true death, rid of perpetuity. Perpetuity is a curse.”

“Perhaps your death wish will be granted,” says Furogata.

“Brothers, please. We must act in unison. We must unite, not fight,” says Thesna.

“Aye, united we are, brother. Let us continue planning our attack to defeat the ÆTAS. I believe there is no more to be said about this topic at this point in time.”

“Excuse me, my Alastar Magna, may I continue?” asks Ferfasser.

“Do not interrupt!” barks Alastar Primus Vendaval of the Elite.

“Furogata, may he continue? Are we done here?” I ask.

“We are done.”

Ferfasser nods and continues, “Argo’s presence here is very important indeed. He was there when the Tragalaf invaded Terra back in the year 2095. After they were defeated, we confiscated their mothership, and from their data we understood where they were coming from, but most importantly, why. Argo knew it all too well. It is true, the ÆTAS hid it from public view.

“The Tragalaf were fleeing a superior foe from their home galaxy, something similar to us humans. Similar enough so that once the Tragalaf detected us in the Milky Way, they thought they were cornered and had to fight to the last drop. We always knew Canis Major harbored a superior foe.”

“So I was right all along. I was right that the Tragalaf were fleeing a superior foe. Nobody listened to me. I was called a demented soldier by many.” I turn to glare at Cien-gi.

“Yes, you were right. But the ÆTAS could not allow anyone to know the truth. The whole reason why Tauro and you were deployed to Canis Major was to lure the superior foe. In the process, the ÆTAS would have enough data to assess how Ahmurai’s strength would measure up against two legions.”

I remembered that day when I boarded the mothership quite clearly. I also remembered being ordered to desist and not analyze any data. It was of course impossible. I always knew the Tragalaf were fleeing, but of course the government wanted to hide it.

“I understand why they would want me dead. But Tauro? He was Omnistar Primus’s lap dog.”

“Perhaps that was true. But Tauro was also an original Terran, like Omnistar Primus, and over the centuries he had grown sour. We, the Celestial Core, had decided that the two of you had to be eliminated. And what better way to achieve said goal than by sending you as bait to test out the superior foe we knew lay dormant in Canis Major? It was the perfect cover-up.

“It was the perfect way to test the superior foe’s power. We literally put him to the test, to measure his power and capabilities so we could prepare to subdue him. This is how he was measured and then defeated.”

“But Rin and Masaaki blocked all outgoing communications!” I say. “We couldn’t relay messages to High Command!”

“This is true. That was my intention. I did not wish for the ÆTAS to know anything about the results of their experiment.”

“But…Masaaki said we had no idea of what we would find in Canis Major…” I say.

“It was a lie. Rin and her could not know the truth. Nor could Tauro or you. She had to believe her mission was to convert you into one of us and no more. But the truth is the Celestials always knew your true mission to Canis Major was to awaken the beast of the galaxy.”

I am bothered by all these plays on plays. Ferfasser has been using his own followers in the same way that the ÆTAS used us.

“But…how did the ÆTAS manage to overcome the signal block by the EMP field deployed by Rin and Masaaki?”

“Pathfinder drones. The Pathfinders documented every step of the operation as it unfolded and transmitted it back to the High Command. They saw it all. They saw the destruction of the legions, the great helicoid structure, the planets, the animals, the pyramids, the red fury chew up your legion. The ÆTAS accumulated astrobytes of data that they used to plan their move against it. They already had the Hellbringer tested and ready for use in the field.”

I am suddenly cold.

“So they know it all! Except for what I lived personally when I encountered Ahmurai,” I say.

“Exactly. And that is precisely why you are valuable to all of us. Even if they managed to retrieve the report you debriefed of your accounts at Canis Major, you would still be valuable as a possible key to get to Ahmurai. The file you have given us is a very valuable piece of information, and this is why it must be deleted within the hour.

“Iris and Hai are in a constant, incessant cyber war. They build a new firewall every half a second, as they take each other’s defenses down at every moment of the day. It is only a matter of time before Hai is defeated. That is why it is so pressing that move onwards. Argo, you are now our most valuable asset.”

“That’s what I am to you then, an asset.”

“Let’s be frank here. We are all using each other. You need me because I provide the digital backbone you all need to operate your missions. Without Hai and Edelweiss OS you are doomed. And without you, I am doomed as well. So yes, we are assets to each other.

“Now then. Onward. The ÆTAS has dismantled the helicoidal world, and in several years, it will have stripped it clean. From the excavations to date, we have learned a lot from Ahmurai and his ancient culture. I will send over a file to your DAT for your consideration. Please download it and read it before we continue, so we can all be on the same page whilst planning.”

A small prompt appears indicating the incoming file transfer. I open the file and read it.
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—Calamity of Canis Major—

—Xenology/Xenoarcheolgy/Xenoencryptology—

—In Progress—

—For Celestial Core/High Command use only—




It was known that the Calamity of Canis Major obliterated the Tragalaf. It is not known how the Tragalaf who invaded Earth escaped the Calamity’s destructive force, given the ease with which the Tragalaf galactic empire was reduced to ruin.

The Tragalaf were the masters of Canis Major, which took many hundreds of thousands of years in their conquest to rule that galaxy.

The Calamity of Canis Major destroyed the Tragalaf after they had established their rule over the galaxy. It is unknown from where the Calamity came, but it is known that his arrival was sudden and cataclysmic. Based on the Tragalaf files, the extinction of their species by the Calamity was complete within days, up to 99.99% of them were eradicated from the known universe.

When the Milky Way was completely dominated by the Homo species, it was calculated that this would, in the same fashion, prompt the arrival of the Calamity and would thus become the Calamity of the Milky Way. Many centuries prior to the definite eradication of all intelligent species and the domination of all farming species was complete, the ÆTAS had prepared itself with numerous high-class weaponry inherited from the Xibalba species. 

The Hellbringer is one of the weapons in development. This weapon uses the hypergravitational field of a black hole to trap its prey within its singularity. Upon the domination of the Milky Way and the nonapparition of the Calamity, plan B was taken into effect. Two legions were sent as bait to temp this powerful foe. The provocation would allow the ÆTAS to spy on him and measure his strength against two full-force legions. 

The Alpha and X Legions were sent and both were destroyed with ease. The Pathfinder drones transmitted back to the High Command, and our defenses were adjusted accordingly. As expected, forces were at work and inhibited the direct transmission of data from each of the planetary ships, so were it not for the Pathfinder drones, they would have prevented us from knowing more about the Calamity. It is highly suspected that this is Doomsayer activity, as their presence has increased as we have become the masters of the galaxy.

The Calamity destroyed sectors H-X with extreme ease in a matter of minutes. Its appearance was instant and its effects devastating. This devastation was aided by the Calamity’s vessel, in which he traveled. The helicoidal structure has a length of four seconds light, is very dense, and has a young star orbiting it! 

The structure was somehow activated. It unfolded itself like a DNA strand. The thing parted into two four seconds light length rods, and the star was consumed into some sort of fuel used as a massive super weapon, which released a cleansing and almighty redeeming beam of energy. This is what caused the havoc. But there is more. The beam also began the formation of new planetary systems from the rubble. All planets are the same in every single detail, including the lifeforms that live on them. The lifeforms are very strange, made of the element germanium (32) on the periodic table. How this was possible remains a mystery. Even more of a mystery is the pressure to inherit this being’s technology.

The Hellbringer, as calculated, managed to bring down the foe. It was not predicted how terrible the reaction would be, and a massive black hole was set in motion, swallowing the solar system whole and slowly consuming the Sun.

The amount of radiation emitted from the relativistic jet and the implacable magnetic field around it has made it nearly impossible for us to understand the nature of the phenomenon created. This was not foreseen in the test run prior to the official release of the weapon.

Unfortunately, the Hellbringer and most of the research on Mars were destroyed as the solar system collapsed into the gravity field. Whether this was a result of the Calamity of Canis Major’s attempt to destroy us in his dying process, or if this was simply a reaction to the combination of the Calamity with the singularity remains to be seen. 

Whatever the nature of the black hole is, we must find out if the foe is alive or if his remains are still intact. There is data suggesting a pocket of space-time, like a diverticulum in reality, has been created by wormholes, which would mean it is theoretically possible to reach him via a loophole or wormhole connecting in the pocket.

The empire’s efforts are focused on understanding the nature of wormholes.




—End of file—
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I finish absorbing the information in the file. That the ÆTAS was severely harmed by the destruction of Ahmurai is another factor that gives us the upper hand. The Celestial Core HQ is gone, as well as Mars. That must have created a dent. There is no more Hellbringer, at least it would seem so for now. Ferfasser is developing one, which could give us an advantage.

But the more we wait to attack, the more time the ÆTAS has to recover from the loss of the solar system, and the civil war that has already cost them one legion.

“The ÆTAS never expected the eight great commanders of its legions to fall apart so rashly,” continues Ferfasser. “The rebellion of four commanders was a variable that was not accounted for. Even less so that the commander of the Legion X would have survived the Calamity of Canis Major. 

“For one, they underestimated the code of honor of their soldiers, and second, they underestimated Argo. This is precisely why the priority of the ÆTAS has radically shifted. Fresh hacked data is streaming in, and they have just issued a galaxywide headhunt for Argo Herrero, with billions of galactic credits to be awarded. It is well known among the ÆTAS that Argo took Nakata’s life. There is much honor to be won for your enemy brethren by avenging Nakata. You are now the prime target. The breached data has also mentioned they wish to perform the most gruesome form of psychosurgery on you.”

“What for?” asks Cien-gi. We are all worried. A galaxywide headhunt is on, bounty hunters and Legionnaires both will be seeking my blood. With a price tag as high as the honor of avenging Nakata, I must be very careful.

“I am sad to say they have hacked the document you created. They know all we know about Ahmurai. They know of your interaction with him. They now wish to find out if by hacking into your mind with a digital scalpel they can figure out a way to get to Ahmurai, or his remains, all in the ultimate attempt to inherit his technology.”

“They hacked it? That fast? Are you sure you did not provide it to them?” asks Furogata.

“You insult me! Stop this madness. My efforts are to defeat the ÆTAS at any cost. Not to aid it in any way.”

“How do you know all this,” asks Cien-gi. “You keep saying you were expelled from having access to Iris.”

“This is true. The persistent hacking war between the two AIs is a raging war of q-bits. But we have a little trick that Iris is not yet aware of, this is how I have been able to hack her for so long without her noticing it. You see, I was her creator. I programmed her from the bottom up. I caressed her as a baby and built her to the royal bitch she is now.”

“Like father like daughter,” says Furogata.

“Good one. Yes, I was part of the Togami labs team back in the day, building interfaces to allow soldiers to use the DAT with mere thought, to use the micro-amplitude voltage of neuronal activation to generate an interaction. A fine technology we created. Anyway, my team and I programmed her personality. Hai, my personal AI, is Iris’s twin brother.”

“What Ferfasser says is true. He is my father,” says Hai. “Iris is my twin sister.”

“Father? Is that a joke?” asks Abbys with disgust.

“Not in the least. I am a living being,” says Hai.

“The point is,” interrupts Ferfasser, “I installed a backdoor, a nice little trick we programmers allow ourselves when writing complex code to avoid going through the usual route to gain admin privileges. I actually don’t have that much access to “read” what Iris is processing…to a certain degree. I cannot override directives or change code, but…we can spy on major directives and operations,” says Ferfasser.

“And you’re telling me nobody knows about this neat little trick of yours,” I mock.

“Oh, they know. The ÆTAS figured it out, and the backdoor was sealed shut about two minutes ago. The cybernetic war rages on. The only way we can gain data from the enemy is by continuously and incessantly hacking into their systems.”

“How is that even possible, to hack continuously into a system?” I ask.

“All systems are imperfect. You fortify a region and the next one is vulnerable to cyber-penetration. There is no perfect immunity in the cyber business. There are only increased numbers of barriers to achieve a hack. The more barriers, the harder it is to hack. But it’s never impossible. Hai and Iris are hacking each other constantly. They are at war. The final frontier is when Iris gets to Hai’s core data. At that point, her hack will allow her to convert Hai into herself. They vary in small fragments of cyber-genetics, you see. It is only a matter of time. Iris is too strong for Hai. It is only a matter of time for him to lose this war. And when he loses, we lose as well.”

“This is an important factor that you never mentioned before,” says Cien-gi. “Why wait until now?”

“Because it became relevant.”

“You always do this, keep data for yourself and tell us when it is convenient for you,” says Thesna. “I hate this about you.”

“You may hate it, but it is my source of power. If it weren’t for my secrets, I would be dead already. The reason why I am not dead is because you do not know what you do not know, and you depend on me to know it.”

“You use your secrets like money,” says Abbys with a growl.

“I do. As I said, it is my source of power. And since you were cruel enough to destroy my cloning facility, my survival instinct has led me to become ever more cunning. So yes, I will have to keep being relevant to ensure that I remain alive because you need me.”

“So how long before Hai loses this war,” I ask.

“Twenty-eight days, three hours, and fifteen seconds. The countdown is as follows 28:03:15. The moment the countdown reaches zero, we lose the war.”

“How far away are we from Ahmurai’s vessel at max warp-speed?” I ask.

“Astrotek calculations set the course for one week at max-warp travel.”

“We should head out now,” says Thesna. “Hit them hard while they are weakened by the loss of Nakata. That would give us three weeks to win the war. Ample time to bring them down.”

“Three weeks of war is a coward’s goal,” says Furogata. “They should fall in less than twenty-four hours. Decapitate the High Command and then slay the rest in less than a standard day,” he explains.

Thesna punches Furogata square in the face. Furogata bleeds minimally. “Your mouth is the source of your pain. Keep on rambling, and you will also meet my blade. Argo did right in cutting you,” says Thesna.

“What is wrong with you, brother,” says Abbys. “What is this with your tongue being swung like a whip? Have you gone mad?”

“I am troubled by the times, brothers. I am insulted by how things have evolved. You have all tasked me with carrying the Doomsayers in my ship, and you have no idea how frustrating it is to have to tolerate the insults of these undisciplined fools. You all misjudge me! This is the source of my madness! The lack of order…the lack of discipline…and then Argo comes back flailing his name about and all shit goes to hell. I am weary, brothers. I fear we will lose this war because of how unorganized we are.”

“Fear not, my brother. We are with you. We understand your pain. But you would not allow us to take the burden of the Doomsayers.”

“I would not allow you as I, Furogata of the Elite, know I am the best to train them and keep them disciplined. The worse would be if Argo were to take them. Thank Humanity’s Light he no longer has a legion. He would otherwise bed them all in the process and spoil them completely.”

I get up and am about to hack at him with my blade, but Cien-gi holds me back. “Enough! Let the man speak his mind! He is troubled, that is all, brother. What he says is not false either. You would spoil them.”

“They would follow me! Not fear me!” I yell back in absolute rage.

“Then why don’t you lead them?” asks Ferfasser from the podium.

Silence.

“What did you just say?” I ask.

Ferfasser does not back down. “I said why don’t you, Argo Herrero, lead the Doomsayers?” A small grin appears on his face.

“That is ridiculous,” says Furogata with a scoff.

“It’s not a bad idea,” says Cien-gi, stroking his chin.

“What? You are actually considering this?” yells Furogata.

Thesna and Abyss remain silent. “First things first. Would Argo agree with this?” says Abbys.

“He is a sapien at the truth of his essence,” says Ferfasser, “who could possibly be better at the task? The Doomsayers would relish it if it were announced that you would be their war-leader.”

“They are ill-trained,” I say.

“That can be solved. You were an immigrant who trained under Lieutenant Cotillas, were you not? You know a thing or two about survival. How long did you train before you were sent into the field?”

“Two weeks,” I say, suddenly realizing how Ferfasser has trapped me in this position of becoming the Doomsayer’s war-leader.

“It takes a week to get to our destination. Say we prepare for a week until we depart. That would complete the minimum of two weeks training for Argo to refine their skills,” says Ferfasser. “The question is will you do it?”

I think about Masaaki. If I become the Doomsayer Leader that would mean two things. One, I would definitely become a Doomsayer. I would no longer be a Ronin. Second, I could be together with Masaaki and avoid feeling embarrassed or ashamed. This could be my way of saving the sapiens from total destruction at the hands of Furogata.

“Brother,” says Cien-gi, standing beside me with a hand on my shoulder. “If I were to guess there was a dream come true for you, I would say this is one of them. You are no longer bound by any master. You are your own master. You may choose this direction if it pleases you. I know you better than anyone here. You are an original Terran. And leading the sapien force, Doomsayer or not, is well within range of your ambitions and capabilities.”

I get a private message from Cien-gi on my DAT: “Take it, and spare us the time-consuming task of disciplining the Doomsayers. We could finally delegate this to you. Furogata will calm down, and we could concentrate on this bloody war once and for all!”

I raise my eyes and meet Ferfasser’s. That old cunning fox has tied me in with his exemplary manipulative capacity. I take a look at Cervantes, his personal android, and notice the faintest of smiles on his face. I then study the rest of his still-alive cohort and notice one thing consistent across them all: hope. They have hope. I had not seen this expression as of yet. This would stop the killings, as the Doomsayers would be under my jurisdiction. I would have to tolerate their cultists and that damned religion. But at least I would spare them.

I would also have to deal with free androids. What mess have I’ve been pushed into?

“I will do it under one condition. You will step down as the leader of the Doomsayers.”

Ferfasser smiles warmly and says, “I am the political leader of the Doomsayers, and you would become the Commander in Chief. You have control and access to the Warphanx to command and train as you will. May I suggest Doom Commander as your new codename?”

“Ludicrous,” says Furogata. “A cheap name.”

“Was this your vision of the Necro Day?” I ask.

“Not exactly. But it would solve many of our problems. You are the perfect interface between super soldier and sapien. Not one or the other, but both. People all around the galaxy already love you. Sapien refugees across the galaxy will migrate to us just to be under your banner. Under the Doom Commander’s assault corp. To join the Warphanx. So, will you do it? I need you to verbalize it. May your words be binding,” he says.

“I will do it. May Humanity’s Light prevail. I will become the Doom Commander. I will not accept refugees in my legion. Infiltrators looking for the bounty would soon enough enlist. I will only command the present Doomsayers. The rest can remain refugees and remain hidden until this war is over,” I say.

Furogata glares at me with disgust. Thesna and Abbys are still confused by what just happened, and by how fast things suddenly veered. Cien-gi is not surprised. As fast as this may have seemed to happen, I realize I have been growing into this position for many thousands of years. This was no thing of the moment, but a slow and thoughtful process until I arrived at the right place at the right time.

This, however, does not make Ferfasser a saint. There are still many unanswered questions. And he is still a man not to trust. Somehow, I feel I have arrived home. 

The irony of it all does not elude me. I migrated from SLAV to join the ISF to help fight the Megaschine, back then the equivalent of a menacing empire. Now I have joined the Doomsayers, the underdogs who fight against a galactic empire. I must make sure no other empire ever rises to the position of the Megaschine or the ÆTAS. Or I will see myself eternally defeating an empire by joining the underdogs, and then witness how the underdogs I once helped become the empire themselves. Never again.

“Excellent. Cervantes, transfer all military duties and responsibilities to the new Doom Commander,” he says with relief. 

I suddenly notice this was a dump on me. Ferfasser has been wanting to get rid of this position for who knows how long, and now he can finally relinquish all military duties to me. What have I done? I immediately regret my decision. However, I am a man of my word, and there is still potential here. If I can manage to avoid more sapien deaths, at least that is a win. Plus, I can now comfortably engage with Masaaki.

“What is this?” I get a private message from Masaaki. “I have received a notification you have been anointed the new supreme commander of all Doomsayer military forces. Is this real?”

“It is.”

“How—”

“We can talk about it later. Join me in private,” I say.

“Oh. Ok. I’ll be there.”

The chat ends.

“Now that this love affair has reached its end, can we get back to planning a war?” says Furogata with disgust. “Hai has four weeks of life in him. We must make haste. I agree with Thesna. Let us head out and attack the ÆTAS while they are weak.”

“Aye!” yells Abbys. “Let us take them while they are weak.”

“May I suggest we wait at least a week?” says Ferfasser.

“Why a week?” asks Furogata.

“Weapons development, training the Warphanx? I have a surprise for you all. This would give us even more of an upper hand. We must descend planet-side to see it. If it pleases you, Doom Commander, we would have you take us Doomsayers to our new meeting point,” says Ferfasser.

“I have no vessel. I cannot take you anywhere.”

“Perhaps one of you brothers could spare a battle cruiser for your new legion?” says Ferfasser.

“None of us will provide your new pesky legion with a vessel! That would be a mortal sin!” yells Furogata.

“I command all Doomsayers to leave the Elite Novasphere and board the Falcon Novasphere, granted my brother Cien-gi agrees to have them onboard. I need them to descend planet-side, and for that we need a transport ship. I would have them ride in a friendly legion that would not threaten to kill my men,” I say, eyeballing Furogata.

“Your legion is welcome to the Falcon. We will provide transport planet-side,” says Cien-gi.

“Good! Finally rid of the pesky rats,” says Furogata.

“I thank you, Doom Commander. We shall descend to planet Z-211-alpha, a Doomsayer stronghold.”
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“I can’t believe you did this,” says Masaaki, naked on my bed. “Why did you do it?”

“It was needed. Both Doomsayers and my brothers are stubborn enough to accept death first than reason. With me as the commander, the Doomsayers respond to me. I am in charge of their punishment. That will stay my brothers’ hands. It will also release the Doomsayers from being aboard the Elite. Furogata may have been the appropriate commander to discipline the Doomsayers, but things were getting out of hand.”

“Ferfasser played you, you know. And very well,” says Masaaki. “I just want you to acknowledge that. Because if you didn’t know it back when you accepted this role, you will figure it out soon enough, and you will resent him for using you like he did.”

I look at her and say, “You resent him?”

She gets uncomfortable and says, “We all do, in a way. That Primordial is a master manipulator. He didn’t make it this far in life by sitting on his ass, you know? How do you become the most powerful man anywhere? Not by building muscle, but by controlling whoever controls the muscle, the science, and the money. That’s why politicians are always at the top, and that is why all those who are at the top are in some way evil. It’s the trade that comes with using others to obtain what you want I guess,” she says. “It takes a special type of person to be like that. To accept that you are using people and that by using them you will eventually hurt them. It took very little to convince you to take the commander role. Why?”

“I wanted this too, you know. He’s not pulling my strings like a puppet.”

“I know! Of course you wanted this. But the thing is, Ferfasser can detect people’s weaknesses and arrange his arguments in a way that makes all of your weaknesses align perfectly. That way he can strike you with the right phrase to encircle you in his own design for you. You do realize you’re a Doomsayer now, right? All this bullshit of ‘Oh, poor me, I don’t want to be a Doomsayer’ is gone down the drain.”

I smile mockingly at her. She smiles back.

I think about it. The more I do, the more annoyed I get. “Yes, I realize that. But…does it matter? Really? If I’m a Doomsayer or a cockroach? Or a rat? The only thing that matters now is overthrowing the ÆTAS, and making sure that once that happens, no other government steps in the empty shoes of the ÆTAS.”

“What do you mean?”

“The ÆTAS was once the underdog, the pushed and near defeated faction that was near extermination by a greater force back on Terra. Once the Megaschine was defeated, it took very little for the ÆTAS to bloom into a galactic menace. What makes you think the Doomsayers won’t do the same?”

“Duh, because we are different. Our whole philosophy is different.”

“Really? The Golden Tree of Retribution? Cultists lighting themselves on fire to become martyrs? Because you lack weapons and ships does not make you a peaceful people. In the end, the Megaschine, the ÆTAS, and the Doomsayers have the same ingredient in common: humans.”

Masaaki is silent.

“What manner of surprise does Ferfasser have for us?” I ask.

“None of us know. There are things about him nobody knows or will ever know,” she shrugs.

“He’s a man not to be trusted,” I say.

“I trust him. He has led the Doomsayers this far for many thousands of years. If there is one thing he has shown us it’s his consistency, how he has managed to create this cryptic organization to undermine and eventually dethrone the ÆTAS. That is admirable. I trust my life with him, even though I resent him. I know he will do the right thing.”

I shrug it off. “Tell me about this Cervantes. That android, he puzzles me. Why does he follow Ferfasser around everywhere he goes? What is his function?”

“Cervantes is the oldest android alive. He was Ferfasser’s first android I’m told.”

“You are told?”

“Yes. I have no way of proving it. Cervantes is as old as Ferfasser. He has had very few updates. He has his own dedicated server where he stores his massive amount of data.”

“What data?”

“He is called the Last Professor by many, even by Ferfasser. Cervantes: a name that should mean something to you,” she says. “You’re an original Terran. You should recognize it.”

“I don’t.”

“It belonged to some famous author back in the day. Ferfasser is like that. Romantic in that way. He likes to name things for old artists and composers. He likes to tell us about old Terra and the great achievements of man. The point is, Cervantes is a sort of chronicler who is keeping a record of everything that has happened since the ÆTAS became spaceborne and initiated the Galactic Crusade. Cervantes’s job is to make sure that the essence of man survives the calamity we are living. He is to teach the new world in the old ways. Progress is overrated, at least that is what Ferfasser says.

“Progress is seen as the only way to continue improving, but in reality when you have achieved a stable state and something good, perhaps it is time to stop striving forwards and enjoy what you have.”

“You lost me there.” I say.

“Progress means you are always at the spear-tip of technology, advancing and pushing forwards to improve. But this model is endless and has no goal other than the goal of endlessly pursuing perfection. There is no perfection. There is always room for improvement. And therefore, if you concentrate on ever pushing the boundaries, you will lose yourself in the strife to achieve the unachievable and lose sight of what is truly important.”

“And that is?”

“Living life, of course. As he says it: stop and smell the flowers.”

“That’s very Terran of him.”

“The problem of the ÆTAS, he says, is that it’s too focused on progress, in breaking its own frontiers to push onwards. But this has led it to become the barbaric empire that it is today. The genetic experimentation it has undergone to create the Homo iluminatus and the Hivegoddess are examples of its never-ending quest to achieve the never-ending pursuit of breaking your own limits. It is in this process that the ÆTAS has lost itself. It is this why it has become a monster. In the new world, Ferfasser promises we will stop ourselves from pursuing this endless quest for progress. That we will be taught to stop and smell the flowers.”

“But that is the road to defeat. That is why most of the advanced and strong species of the Milky Way were destroyed by us. Because they stopped and smelled the flowers. If you do not push onwards and build ever more powerful systems, you will eventually die by the incoming tidal wave.”

“What tidal wave?”

“Life is always pushing onwards, Masaaki. The reason we strive to progress is because life is the same way. On every planet you visit, you see organisms pushing onwards to dominate. Even if it means stepping on another lifeform and killing it off. Competition is endless. If you stop progressing, another developing lifeform will come and abolish you. The truth is space, however vast, is limited. Resources, however vast, are limited. If you stop, another will come and take it away from you.”

“I guess I hadn’t considered that…” says Masaaki.

“Your argument presupposes humanity will always be the king of kings in the galaxy. But there are many galaxies, billions of them, and in one of them, there could be a species that could become like us and destroy us,” I say.

“You see, there it is. That is exactly how the ÆTAS thinks. Your thoughts are based out of fear, the fear of being defeated by another more powerful foe,” she says.

“That is just human nature. It is in all of us,” I say.

“Then maybe humanity is the problem…” she says, her eyes lost in infinity.

“And we’re back to the original point. The ÆTAS and the Doomsayers have the same ingredient: humans.”

Incoming message on my DAT.

“Brother, the Falcon is approaching its destination. We are exiting warp-speed and entering normal space-time to initiate deceleration toward high anchorage point around Z-211-alpha. I suggest you get ready to descend. Ferfasser has his surprise for us,” says Cien-gi. “Did you enjoy your little escapade?” he asks with disgust.

“I did, brother. More than you could even imagine.”

“You know there is chit-chatter among my sapien crew-members. More and more wish to enlist under you banner. Seems you have infused more than just hope in our members. I will not allow any of them to transfer. But I will choose some of my best Tekka and Astrotek to man your bridge once you get your own vessel,” says Cien-gi. “I was thinking of gifting you a battle cruiser where you could house your little people,” he mocks.

“That is very kind of you. My little people would be very appreciative.”

He chuckles, “I wish to see you thrive. You’re the only one who is doing something different. It may just help. It’s what’s made you so lethal in the last ten millennia. You do things unconventionally and unpredictably. What will you call your new legion, brother? Commander Doom. How cheeky.”

“I like my new title.”

“Given to you by your new master.”

“I have no master!”

“Well, I guess we see it differently. You are a Doomsayer now. You have new responsibilities and a new legion. Made up of incompetents, but a legion nonetheless. All legions need to identify with their legion’s name. So, what will you call it?”

“We will be known as the Doom Legion. Our symbol will be a skull with a bullet hole in the forehead.”

“You’re a dark man, brother.”

“That I am, when tempted. Can your armory replace this X on my breastplate for the bullet pierced skull?”

“It can be arranged. I will have it done up as soon as possible.”

I hang up with Cien-gi and turn to see Masaaki. “I need you to be my second in command,” I say.

“Are you sure? It’s a bad idea to be romantically involved with your second in command. I can tell you that from experience. This is how it was with Rin.”

“Thanks for the reminder of your former dead lover,” I say with chagrin. “I need you down there with me planet-side. I do not trust Ferfasser, but I trust you.”

“Argo, this is—”

“I command you.”

“Really? We’re doing this?”

“I am your ranking officer. Yes.”

“Fine.”

“Before we go, I need to know who the Warphanx captain is, the leader, if you will, who responds to Ferfasser,” I say.

“That would be Captain Aquila and Captain Cetai. Aquila is a female android, while Cetai is a male human. Ferfasser decided both his captains would have to be one of each of the species to guide the Doomsayers.”

“Species? You are telling me androids are their own species now?” I say with a chuckle.

“Homo andralis is what Ferfasser called them. You know, they need a name. They are different than the Homo sapiens in every way but are still Homo.”

“That’s just ridiculous,” I say.

“Please let’s not do this. I don’t want to get into more fights. Just accept it for what it is.”

“Ok. Tell me about gear and weapons. What do the Doomsayers have? Any ship? Drones?”

“Our only ship is the stolen Morray class ship Ferfasser baptized as The Purgatory. No mechs, no drones, no big weapons that I know of. As for weapons, we have laser rifles, standard wattage and coherence. Insufficient of course to use against super soldiers. Of course, they are easy to make, and easy to steal too. For armor, we all use a light all-black armor with the Tree of Retribution on the chest. It has standard refractory properties against laser pulses. It’s light enough to grant us some movement and some augmentation of strength. But that’s it. Of course it has insulation to preserve function in a vacuum, standard medical attention capacity and waste disposal, as well as small nozzle jets for vacuum travel. Nothing novel, really. The standard to barely make it. Not enough to fight a war against the ÆTAS I guarantee you.”

“I can see that,” I say with my hands on her hips. I admire her naked body. My thoughts keep me from getting excited.

“So how did Ferfasser plan to win this war? Not with the Warphanx surely.”

“I don’t know. With you on our side, we would have a certain advantage.”

“Yeah, but it’s not like he knew my brothers would rebel.”

“He does have a surprise for us, you know. Maybe you’ll get your answer soon enough. Now shut up and kiss me.”

“Ok. But we need to meet Aquila and Cetai. I will debrief them…”

She lures me in with her kiss.


—20—







“Nice touch,” says Thesna. “A sapien skull is just what you need to represent your new legion. It would be more appropriate for those who lead the Sapien Inquisition,” he jests.

“To the contrary, brother. It is appropriate for the Doom Legion, who will rise from the shadows and avenge the fallen. The bullet-pierced skull does not mean we shot it, but that we as humans will avenge those shot. You see?”

“It is certainly better than this old symbol,” says Abyss looking at the Eta symbol on his breastplate. “It is as old as the Stærfleet. But I do not have it in me to change my symbol. I find comfort in the Host, and its Eta symbol. There is harmony to it,” says Abbys.

“Only a fool would use a shot skull on his breastplate,” says Furogata. 

“You’ve become sour over time, Furogata. This war has gotten the best of you,” says Cien-gi. “From being the wise Old Samurai, you’ve become a big mouth.”

“It is this business of fighting alongside Doomsayers. It is a sin in itself, a blasphemy. Worse now that our best veteran has been brainwashed into becoming the joke of it all. A ridiculous Commander Doom. That is unheard of. It is very anti-ÆTAS.”

“I think Furogata is confused. Brother, you are no longer in the ÆTAS,” says Thesna. “Why did you rebel in the first place? Perhaps you should have stayed with your master. Do you miss Omnistar Magna’s approval?” pushes on Thesna. “Your tongue misses the bootlicking?”

Furogata growls and responds, “In principle I agreed to rebel because it was the righteous thing to do. We were ordered to do something anti-bushido. But this…had I known we would meddle with Doomsayers and with our brother A-r-g-o who is now a Doomsayer Commander, I would have stayed with the ÆTAS.”

“You would betray us, brother?”

“Never. It is not in me to betray my word. I have sworn to destroy the ÆTAS for what it has become. But in me there is no room to meddle with Doomsayers. I won’t have it.”

“It is good then that Argo became the Doom Commander. He has taken the weight off your shoulders. As we speak, all the Doomsayers are flocking planet-side to make a new home,” says Thensa. “They will then man the battle cruiser Cein-gi kindly donated,” he mocks.

“But it doesn’t solve the issue at hand. I still have to deal with Doomsayers. I even depend on them to fight! How disgusting! Do you not feel the rot that has pervaded our ranks? We are corrupted by Doomsayer filth. And now that one is their new leader.”

“Your manner of speaking worries me,” I say.

“What is she doing here?” asks Furogata, pointing an armored finger at Masaaki. “Is this the lover you found in Canis Major? Is this what you went off to do in another galaxy? Find another whore to put that snake of yours inside? What’s the point anyway? You can’t reproduce. You’re sterile!”

“You’ve insulted my Lieutenant Commander Masaaki Setzune, former Special Forces Captain, a high Doomsayer ranking officer,” I rebuke him. “You have lost your touch by misbehaving this way. Very unprofessional.”

“I will recognize no Doom Legion. It is a sham. All to keep your little Doomsayers from my blade!” yells Furogata.

“Aye. Perhaps. But you will respect other officers as you wish yours to be respected,” I say.

“She’s the one who infiltrated your ship, isn’t it?” asks Thesna, studying her as if she were a lab rat in a cage.

Masaaki remains calm through this. She knows she’s well protected. 

Thesna is just curious. I know him. None of my brothers has ever seen one of my lovers. Now that they actually have her in front of them, they are trying to understand how I can be attracted to her, of how the whole sexual act is conducted. They have no genitalia. They’ve never made love. They have no idea what it means to have sex. They never will.

“Yes. She was the Special Forces unit that convinced me into changing sides,” I say.

“So you told us in your debriefing. And it doesn’t bother you that Ferfasser had the audacity to infiltrate your ship?” asks Abbys.

“It bothers me to the core. A cunning man he is. Doesn’t it surprise you that he has all of us, five commanders, sitting in a little office in inadequate seats waiting for him to arrive? The truth is Ferfasser is smarter and more resourceful than all of us put together.”

“We are stronger. We could crush his skull with two fingers,” says Abbys, raising his fingers and making the action of how he would crush Ferfasser’s skull between his index and thumb fingers.

“Aye, you could. But you won’t, you can’t. Hence, as an old Terran saying goes, he has us by the balls. Stronger we are, yes, we could annihilate all of his shitty backwater planet. But we don’t. We won’t. He has the winning hand.”

“You make this sound terrible,” says Thesna.

“It isn’t. It’s a bargain struck on both sides. What angers you, brothers, is that this was a bargain struck with a Doomsayer. Let it go, brothers.”

We are planet-side on Z-211-alpha. Planet alpha is the only habitable planet here, while beta and gamma are gas giants. The planetary system is comprised of a young 25G star akin to the dying Sun in the now destroyed solar system. The planet is called Helm.

Helm is about 1.5x the size of Terra, with about 1.3G of a gravity field. Turns out the core is not as dense as it was on Terra. The world is mostly orange and lavender-blue in color, a result of the high content of thy-dophil, a biomolecule similar to chlorophyll that reflects the orange frequency light wave, hence its atmospheric color. The lavender blue comes from the high concentration of argon in the atmosphere.

Helm was a planet devoid of intelligent life, and therefore, was not scourged. It has simple pluricellular life, nothing big enough to eat. So this world mostly consists of farming and Togami-nourishing labs that create synth-chicken and ultra-bibimbap ready for consumption.

As the data-file of the planet informs me, Helm is one of many outer sector backwater type of planets, like Melam, that was swiftly infiltrated by the Doomsayers. This planet is now the one planet Doomsayers call home, where Ferfasser has concentrated most of his people and resources. Doomsayer noncombatant forces are being transported to Helm, where they will make a new home. The so-called Warphanx will remain onboard the Falcon to soon embark onto our new battle cruiser.

We are waiting in a small building where most of Ferfasser’s central intelligence team works. He has expressed many times how he has no true central nervous system, that all servers are spread vastly across the galaxy to protect his data from being destroyed or corrupted, which is exactly what the ÆTAS does as well. Here, however, is a planet home to the Doomsayers. And Doomsayer humans are not in it for the ride like ÆTAS galactic citizens were. They work and participate in every detail that has to do with their survival.

A key to progress. Give a man a task and make him own it. This is how you breed success among the ranks. Doomsayers have it right, at least in this.

The office where we wait has armored and polarized windows. We can see the capitol’s center from here. It is bright orange. The capitol is named Hydrogen. Helm has two other major cities, Helium and Tritium. All three named after the isotopes of hydrogen.

The door opens. We all remain seated staring at the newcomer. I notice Ferfasser was expecting us to get up. Upon seeing that we will not, he starts talking.

“Commanders, I present Tau Vali, Governor of Helm. He has arranged transportation to the Weapons Research Lab. It is in a secret undisclosed location of course.”

Tau Vali is short and stocky, likely from the 1.3G gravity field. He has a noticeable round face and light brown skin with the slanted eyes typical of a modern human. A large belly stretches out his military-grade Doomsayer jumpsuit. It is evident this man plays a political role rather than participating in any actual combat training. 

“Is this why we cannot take any weapons?” asks Furogata, “Or any of our entourage? Because we are going into a highly secret research lab?”

“Precisely. It is a highly sensitive atmosphere. No weapons are allowed.”

“I do not like this,” says Furogata. “It speaks of treachery.”

“You do not have to come,” says Ferfasser. “I offered you this visit to the weapons research lab as a gesture of goodwill. You may stay, and you would still benefit from our developments,” says Ferfasser.

“I will come. There has to be one sane person present to witness whatever wretched deeds await us in your so-called Weapons Research Lab.”

“We’re going to meet Dr. Erwin Schrödinger, the head of the lab and, of course, see his developments, which you can use in the battlefield in the upcoming war for the galaxy.”

“Ah…you’ve been developing you own toys then,” I say, understanding where this surprise is heading.

“You recently asked me how I planned to take down the ÆTAS. Well, let me show you. For three centuries, Helm has harbored our most advanced Weapons Research Lab. It is here where my team has developed very advanced anti-ÆTAS weapons, with the most advanced tech to date. These weapons were to be used by my Warphanx against the ÆTAS.”

“You had no ships. No way of traveling fast enough to defeat the ÆTAS, let alone wage space battles. The Morray class ship you stole is inadequate for battle.”

“We never intended to wage a space battle,” he says. “Our tactics were going to concentrate on a militia-based warfare.”

“You would have been crushed. Militia tactics would work if the ÆTAS were looking to preserve its planets and people. It doesn’t give a damn. It would have destroyed every single habitable planet under its property just to eradicate every single Doomsayer and sapien. You lie,” I say.

Ferfasser looks at me with his left eye. “Do you see any fleet? You have been granted full access and control of the commander plug-in. You should know what we have. No vessels. Not until we get one to transport the Warphanx. With the battle cruiser Cien-gi has donated to your legion, you now have a fighting chance. The Warphanx can actually wage space battles.”

“But they can’t. They have no idea how to man their stations. If anything, they can shoot a weapon. But other than that, they are purely cannon fodder. The stations in the Battle Cruiser will need to be operated by AI and auto-aiming mechanisms. Also thanks to Cien-gi, the assigned Tekka and Astrotek will be able to navigate. Otherwise, we’d be immobile. I can’t operate a battle cruiser either, much less its large weapons.”

Cervantes stands behind Ferfasser, his eyes downcast as usual. The lights on his temple shine light blue. He hasn’t said a word.

“Please excuse my interruption,” says Tau Vali with a deep voice. He is very anxious and nervous, I can see how he fears my brethren, especially Furogata. He stumbles on his own words. “Please come with me. I’ve the transport coordinated so we can begin our long journey to the weapons lab. Come, my most respected Alastar Magna.”

Before we board the hovcraft, I decide it’s about time I touch base with my captains. I open up a chat through the Doomsayer vox with Aquila and Cetai.

“We need to have a serious discussion about your training.”

I can see Aquila’s face projected on the chat. She is very attractive. She has blonde hair, dark honey eyes, and copper-tinged skin. If Masaaki hadn’t told me, I would never have known she was an android.

“As you wish, my Commander Doom. May I speak freely?”

“Go ahead.”

“We are not happy with you as our commander. We the Doomsayer captains have trained the Warphanx for many decades. They follow us, not you.”

“You are a loud-mouthed android, which is very imprudent of you. But I understand why they would hesitate to follow a super soldier like me. I am not relieving you of your duty, Captain Aquila. Merely letting you know that I will watch you train and likely have many comments on how to improve your fighting skills. Fighting against the ÆTAS is not an option for sapiens, or androids for that matter. You must remain distant from the frontlines, likely sniping if possible.

“We are ready, Commander Doom,” says Cetai. “We have trained our soldiers for the Necro Day. Day and night, we do nothing but savor the moment when we can move against the ÆTAS.”

“You have inadequate weapons, soldiers. You cannot! You do not understand the gravity of this situation!” I think. They both go silent.

“Ferfasser the Messiah has promised us a way to defeat the ÆTAS. A surprise he called it.”

“Ah, the surprise,” I say with annoyance. “I will wait then for this surprise. Meet me afterwards. Tag your locations, I will see where you train your soldiers.”

“This is a new world for us too, Commander Doom.”

“Then find a proper training place and get on with it!”

“Yes, Commander Doom. And…Commander Doom?”

“Speak.”

“Cetai and I thank you for liberating the Doomsayer forces from the Elite. We were fearing open rebellion against Furogata.”

“You would have been crushed. It was a good idea not to rebel.”

“We disagree…we had a plan,” says Aquila. She’s stubborn and proud. A bad combination.

“Your attitude worries me. Have you not seen enough killings? How easily Furogata has taken down many of your people?”

“But…”

“Silence. I will go to this surprise with Ferfasser, and we will meet afterwards. Find a proper training spot and start training.”

“Yes, Commander Doom,” says Cetai and Aquila at the same time. The call ends. I take a deep breath. This is going to be very frustrating. I never imagined I would train a faction composed of androids and sapiens. And yet here I am.
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It is nice to be on a planet rid of chaos and violence. This is a planet which, like Melam, I could’ve called home. Were there no menacing ÆTAS, I would soon enough request to be transferred to a sapien body to live out the rest of my days minding my own business with Masaaki as my significant other.

If only it were a possibility, transferring myself to a sapiens body. I know Ferfasser has a military grader MindTransfer machine. It is an entirely different matter to get him to agree to transfer me to a sapien body. And then there’s always that mistrust he could upload my mind to a server and keep me prisoner forever and confiscate my Homo optimus body for his own use.

I digress. As we hover several meters above ground in the nonmilitary hovcraft heading toward this secret Togami military-grade lab, I cannot help but look outside at the scenery of the planet. It is spectacular, with mountain ranges reminiscent of those that once existed on old Earth. The lavender-blue atmosphere and the orange hue caused by the orange flora make for a spectacular view.

I notice Cervantes gazing at the horizon as well. He is lost in some inner image of his own, thinking and pondering on whatever androids ponder on. He is deep, somehow very wise. I feel bad for the android, having to follow Ferfasser everywhere.

“Helm is a large planet…” continues Tau Vali, giving us the tour of his planet. I do my best to ignore him.

“Be quiet, little man,” grumbles Furogata. “I have no desire to know anything about this Doomsayer world. It could burn and I would grin at seeing you all die with it,” he spits with anger.

“Calm down, brother! The man is simply following orders,” says Abbys. “Go on, governor. I will hear the rest of what you have to say.”

Tau Vali continues, but half-heartedly, fearing being punished with death by Furogata. He ends his spiel faster than I expected. The rest of the way is in silence. The whirring of the fusion engines and the howl of the wind are all there is to hear.

We dive into a cave and them plummet deep into the tunnel leading deeper and deeper into darkness. The hovcraft maneuvers its way smoothly in the bowels of the mountain. So many tunnels and sections are crossed that it would be nearly impossible to track this place down. At this depth, the thickness of the rock alone would be enough to avoid nearly any wave-length signature to escape from the Weapons Research Lab, so coms have to be quantum or gamma radiation based.

This amount of safe keeping a secret means Ferfasser has created something he considers threatening enough.

“Does the ÆTAS know you have this place? And what you do inside it?”

“Not yet,” says Ferfasser. “Soon enough. Once Hai is defeated, our servers will be vulnerable. This data is highly encrypted, but not unhackable. As far as we know, nothing inside this facility has been leaked to the enemy.”

I take a look at Masaaki and notice her grim expression. She’s wearing light black armor, the type I observed on Melam. It has the Golden Tree of Retribution at the center of the chest. I think about her title, a Special Forces unit, and wonder why I didn’t see it on my commander extension. Is the Special Forces unit something Ferfasser manages himself?

A soft landing onto solid and desolate rock surprises us with a sudden hiss of high-pressurized nozzle jets whistling to life. Where there was once naked rock, a crack appears in the middle, to then separate slowly into two hangar sized gates.

A mammoth sized lab is revealed to us. Blue light surrounds the area, a product of so much holographic displays and torrential data streaming from the highest to the lowest levels. I count three levels, each high enough to fit a Torragami. This is very high-tech state-of-the-art technology. Ferfasser definitely has resources, more than one would think.

“This place is enormous,” I say.

Cervantes follows Ferfasser, keeping his thoughts to himself. Tau Vali stays in the Hovcraft, surely gasping for air as he recovers from the scare he took from Furogata.

“A full-blown Togami military-grade weapons R&D lab. Stolen from the ÆTAS, piece by piece, over a span of two thousand years. It was a drag to get the necessary building material all under to this level. But the Doomsayers have had abundant time. Ten thousand years to plan all that we needed for the Necro Day.”

“This place is gigantic, Ferfasser,” says Masaaki. “It’s always been amazing to me how you can keep gigantic things like these so well hidden. People work here. How do you avoid them spilling what they experience?”

“Every single tech and android who works in the lab lives in the lab. A Togami lab is in essence like the Core of a planetary ship. It has a Habitat, where all the workers make their home. They have no need to leave the depths. Did you mind living in the Habitat for all those years after you infiltrated the Morning Star Novasphere?”

The mentioning of my ship having been boarded by a spy like Masaaki raises the eyebrows of my brothers. I notice Cervantes’ lights turn deep purple, as he is suddenly in fear of them. Ferfasser has a way of saying foolish things. I think he does it to show how much power he wields over us.

“No. Not really. I still miss my fake job. I mean, however fake it was I still had to be good at it to keep my position. There is something reassuring about working with hard data. It just makes sense, and it doesn’t talk back. The good old simple days. Now I’m a fucking Lieutenant General. How did life get so complicated so fast?” she laughs. But nobody laughs with her.

“This is the type of lab where we tested the Torragami’s,” I say.

“I would offer you a tour of our lab, but touring more than two thousand square miles of a lab would make for a long day,” says Ferfasser.

We enter a cargo lift. “We’re heading down to the lower level. This is where Dr. Erwin Schrödinger thrives in his experiments. He is a genius. He’s named after a famous physicist that contributed to the quantum theory, who described the uncertainty principle,” explains Ferfasser.

The five fully geared but unarmed commanders, Masaaki, Cervantes, and Ferfasser go down the cargo lift. The lift locks into the lower level with a loud clang, the gate opens, and we get off. 

“What’s that smell!” says Furogata. “Is this some sort of…”

We all freeze.

We are all suddenly in war mode. And have no weapons!

“A trap!” yells Furogata. “I will summon my legion to extract us and kill you all! This is outrageous! You have gone over the top with this little surprise of yours!”

“Calm yourself, brother!” I yell, getting in his face. “Calm down. Allow Ferfasser to explain himself. If there is anything suspicious, I will personally slay the beast and Ferfasser both.”

“That is a generous offer, but you alone would not be able to defeat that thing. Not without your weapons. Us five in unison are still no match for that thing!” yells Abbys.

“Dr. Schrödinger is a clone from the now extinct species Xibalba,” says Ferfasser with a grin. He seems especially satisfied by our reaction. Cervantes stays in his spot, but his lights are still shining deep purple in fear. Masaaki is reacting even worse than we are. She is in a shrill panic.
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The large xeno is calm and analytical. He is like a giant worm, with a total of six limbs, four of which have hoofs and two arms with have a total of eight fingers at the end of each, but without hands. The fingers, or tentacles, are extremely versatile and agile. The fingers are shorter than an octopuses’ tentacles, but longer still than a human finger. With its eight finger-like structures on each arm, it has extremely good coordination when it comes to manipulating the world and creating awesome structures and advanced technology and war-machines, including the weapons and vessels with which they almost defeated us.

The large xeno is calm. His genitals are exposed. They are hermaphrodites, and to reproduce, they would exchange genetic material with many individuals. The small genitalia are all hidden within a sac-like structure at the bottom of its large globular body. If the genitalia are out, it means the xeno does not feel threatened.

I study the massive foe. Standing tall on its four hind legs, it looks like a giant worm. But that’s because it isn’t in war mode. Once he goes into aggression mode, he becomes like a centaur. His hind legs and body become muscular and tense, while his torso and head become massively dangerous.

There is no neck. Instead the large triangular head is covered with many eyes to allow it a total panoramic view. It has no snout, but two slits on its face where he smells. Its mouth is like a spider’s, with two large mandibles opening and closing from side to side. Its mandibles have two very large fangs surrounded by small sawtooth rows of teeth. On the top of its head, six keratin horns stand out like antlers in the shape of an irregular branch. These horns are lethal and could impale fully geared soldiers with ease.

When in war mode, they become extremely aggressive, and their natural weapons make them deadly. A single one of these, even without armor, could take down a Torragami. Strong as they are, they are also intelligent. 

“I have been waiting for this day,” says the large xeno. It speaks ætian with a thick accent. Its mandibles move its mouthpieces to create the sound, as it does not have vocal cords. They generally do not talk. They are telepathic beings.

“Three hundred years I have been alive, hidden from the universe’s eyes in secrecy. My desire to meet the murderers of my people has remained dormant. And now that desire is fulfilled, and lo and behold I have before me the killers of the galaxy, the cogs in the large war machine that created a cemetery of a once-beautiful galaxy awash with many a species. You have rendered the galaxy sterile and monotone, with a single virulent species dominating it: humanity.”

“Watch that tongue, toad! We will have you slaughtered!” yells Furogata. He is about to explode in rage. This could get messy really fast.

The xeno goes into war mode. In seconds, his worm-like body changes and he becomes like a centaur, powerful and muscular, ready to charge and attack. He could slaughter the five of us with ease.

“Watch out! This is an ambush! Ferfasser, you have reached my patience! This is enough!” yells Furogata.

“Ferfasser, was this your idea of a joke?” I ask him. “Are you having a good time? This was a terrible way to have us meet!” I yell, feeling the rage surge in me as well. I am without a sword. But this cannot be an ambush.

I do my best to suppress the rage. It is Masaaki who mediates. I’m surprised how in spite of still looking like she’s in panic, she can control her words and actions.

“Stop! Ferfasser obviously does not want to have you killed. Think, commanders! Think for a goddamned second! We need you to win this war. The reason he has brought you here is to meet the creator of the weaponry that he has developed to fight the ÆTAS, right?” she says to Ferfasser.

Ferfasser is clearly getting a kick out of this. He is loving seeing us all scramble.

“Obviously,” he says. 

“She is right,” says Thesna, doing his best to contain his rage. He is doing a good job of it. Abyss follows the example and calms down as well.

“Why on Terra would you create such an abomination?” asks Abyss.

“Because it was the Xibalba species who almost defeated us. It is with the Xibalba technology that the ÆTAS has reverse engineered to create the Hellbringer and the Hellblade. The plans of the Necro Day involved the creation of new weapons that the Warphanx could wield against the ÆTAS. The Hellbringer I’m developing in the Morray class ship is being aided to completion by Dr Schrödinger himself. Please, allow me to show you the new weapons.”

“Wait!” bellows out the xeno. “I am not done!”

“What? What are you doing! Stand down!” yells Ferfasser.

“I will not! Three hundred years I’ve been pondering on the destroyers who wiped my people out of the universe! I have long awaited this moment! I will not kill you, there is little to gain from your death,” he says, pointing a spear-shaped limb by fusing all eight fingers into a lance-like weapon.

His anger and war stance bring out bad memories. I remember the days of the war when Tauro and I brought down the Xibalba species. Many heroes were lost, many comrades died in the space battles to conquer and subdue the species. But the Xibalba were extremely powerful. Their land-base batteries shooting up into orbit plasma balls—that is from whom we inherited the plasma catapult. Our descent planet-side was a bloody mess. The swampy planet was nearly impossible to tread with speed given the thickness and murkiness of the land. It was hell to destroy them. We ended up pulverizing the whole planetary system in outrage at how near they came to destroying us. We had an aversion to even mention their name, let alone to get near the old graveyard and remains of their home system. This is how and why Ferfasser established one of his many bases there long ago.

“That I was created from the remnants of DNA of my now extinguished species is an insult to me. I am the only one alive, a sterile lab rat created for the sole purpose of finding ways to defeat the ÆTAS. Hidden from view, hidden from starlight, I am alive so humanity can thrive. I am your slave, your weapons crafter to aid you in achieving your purpose.

“What is that purpose? My nemesis. The prosperity of humanity, the destroyer of my people, the origin of sterility in this galaxy! Do you not see how conflicting my existence is? I would see you all die were it up to me. But it isn’t. My life was forfeit the moment I chose to rebel. Implanted in my brain is a modified DAT, monitored and manipulated by this man they call the Messiah. He is no Messiah, but a whore who would sell his soul to achieve his goals.

“You must understand, commanders. I’m a creature who must deliver what is asked by him to survive. I have a strong sense of survival in me, and this means I do not seek death as an option to my current affairs. I am not suicidal. But I hope that one day humanity as a whole dies, and that maybe the compassionate androids have it in them to release me from bondage.

“My hope is my weapons will cause a chink in the armor of the ÆTAS, to allow its efficient death. And then my hopes are for the rest of you to die in the process. That the ÆTAS has captured what I am told is called Ahmurai is a true sadness. That such a powerful foe has been subdued and the inherent risk of its technology being inherited by the ÆTAS poses a major threat to the universe as we know it. Worst of all, using a weapon robbed from my people.

“This is why I craft your weapons. So you can stop the menacing ÆTAS from achieving its goal. We the Xibalba were not called Xibalba. This was a name that you gave to us, named so because it means hell in old human Mayan lore. Because we gave you hell. We struck deep fear in you. We almost defeated you. But almost was not enough. We are now all extinct, except me, a lab rat created so my intelligence and natural inclination to understand physics could lead to better weapon construction. And it has yielded great results. I have delivered. I have created weapons of great efficiency that will cause great damage to the ÆTAS.

“I hate you. I hate you all, including you Ferfasser. You may call yourself my father, but you are nothing but a manipulative fool. The nature of my existence I owe it not to you. You merely sequestered and stole DNA from the graveyard of my ancestors and produced me from it. You did not code my DNA, you merely exploited it, making you a pirate and a usurper.”

“Stand down!” yells Ferfasser.

“Or what? Have me slaughtered? Send a pulse down my modified DAT that would instantly kill me? I would love to see you kill me and lose all the wealth of knowledge I’ve created.”

“I have it all, so you could die within the next ten seconds and your death would be inconsequential,” says Ferfasser. 

This interaction is a surprise. It has calmed us down to see Dr. Schrödinger go after Ferfasser. It is very pleasing to see Ferfasser being pushed around like this. I’m sure Ferfasser did not expect this from one of his “sons” as he likes to call his creations. How arrogant.

“Aye it would, wouldn’t it? My death would only prove a point. It would mark you as the true enemy. Are you the Messiah, then? The liberator of androids, the underdog leader to release Doomsayers from the oppressive regime? Cervantes, professor, are you recording all of this?”

“I am,” says Cervantes with a muted response, his eyes meeting the ground only. Ferfasser veers and stares at Cervantes. He’s about to say something, chastise him, but he contains himself and returns to the xeno.

“Cervantes has it all recorded, Ferfasser. Do not forget your place and why you are doing what you are doing. I am another one of your pawns in this power game that you play. But do not forget, Ferfasser, why you took on this role in the first place,” says the xeno. “If you kill me, you would be no better than the ÆTAS. To me, you are no better. You ARE one of them. One of the Primordials, one of the oldest of creators of the war-machine. You coded Iris, you helped develop the OS, which the ÆTAS uses to operate its war machines. You are NO better. At least not in my eyes,” says Dr. Schrödinger.

Ferfasser takes a deep breath and regains his composure. He takes a good look around him and studies us. We are all grinning. I think we all like this xeno a bit more than before. I can see Furogata is impressed with what has just been said and done. I know I am. I have an urge to meet this xeno, to get to know him and befriend him.

“Alastar Magna Lynx, the new Doomsayer Commander. You are the one they call the melancholic warrior. I can see why. You are also the one that lead the Scythe Team that destroyed my people. Is it so?”

“It is,” I say. “Together with Alastar Magna Tauro, we destroyed your people. We were the slayers of your culture and progeny. I will not lie when I say we feared you. And therefore had to destroy you in the most utter and inclement way. We brought your people down and slaughtered all living things in your home planetary system. We are soldiers, and we complied with the order. I was not a happy man, but I was a man true to my Bushido code.”

“Ah, the code of the warrior. The old Bushido code as old as Japanese culture goes, stolen by the ÆTAS and baptized as a creation of said Galactic Empire. Do your brothers know the Bushido code is not an ÆTAS creation?”

“They do not. And would not accept it either,” I say.

“Bushido code is ÆTAS code of honor and duty for all of their soldiers,” says Cien-gi. “Do not insult our lore,” he says.

“Stubborn soldiers you are, which is why you’re such powerful foes indeed. There is no better war machine than the war machine that does not question his master’s orders. But there is some rationality within you, as you all did revolt against the Sapien Inquisition, so there is some reason in that conditioned brain of yours,” says Dr. Schrödinger.

“Do not speak like that of my brothers and myself! There are consequences to crossing us!” yells Furogata. I can tell my brother is near his breaking point. I, to the contrary, am quite happy to have met a xeno!

“The Necro Day has arrived,” says Schrödinger. “I created weapons that will kill super soldiers! These weapons can also be adapted to the Torragami, in replacement of a DrillCore cannon on one arm.”

“My mechs will not be using the bane of a xeno!” yells Furogata. “First, we meddle with Doomsayers and now with a xeno! This is a capital sin! You should all die!” He yells.

Abbys and Thesna hold Furogata back. He struggles to free himself and beat Ferfasser to a pulp. Fists are exchanged. Abbys takes an armored fist to the jaw. I hear a bone crack. Thesna kicks Furogata down and between Abbys and Thensa both punch him several times to calm him down.

“Always at the cusp of violence,” says the xeno.

“You have no idea how powerful you could be, do you?” I ask.

“No. I am not a being of war. I will not aid you by waging war. But I will create the necessary tools so you can wage war with efficiency. I have all the necessary equipment to load and gear up any Torragami with my new weapons,” says the xeno.

“Get off! Get off!” yells Furogata. “I will stand down! You have my word!” says Furogata.

Abbys’ jaw is bulging from the cracked bone. It will take some time to heal. Thesna helps Furogata up.

“You have humiliated me one too many times, brothers. I am not happy,” says Furogata. “I should have you all slaughtered. And you, Ferfasser. I would love to wring your neck. But enough is enough. It is obvious you have brainwashed all of my rebel brothers. I have no option but to follow along, for now,” he says spitefully.

After this is said, the xeno changes from war mode to calm mode. His whole body would seem to deflate from the centaur to the worm body.

“Brothers?” I ask turning to see them. I do not like Furogata’s stare. He seems venomous. “Would you agree we are safe and free from a potential trap or ambush? Can we please proceed and see the new weapon?”

“Aye,” says Abyss, his words slurred as it is difficult to move his broken jaw.

“I will say one thing before we proceed,” says Cien-gi. “I do not like this surprise or the manner Ferfasser laid it out to cause an impression on us. It is clear he enjoyed seeing us scramble.”

“Aye,” says Thesna. “Stupid little man thinks it a good idea to anger the commanders who will wage his war. He has lost love with the Gambit legion.”

“That was stupid of you, Ferfasser,” says Masaaki in a low tone. “Was this really your idea of a surprise?”

Ferfasser looks like a chastised boy who is too proud to admit his faults.

“I have to tolerate your insolence as well?” says Ferfasser. “Perhaps someday you will understand how difficult it is to be the leader of a rebel group. Maybe you won’t. But one thing is clear. You owe your life to the Doomsayers. You will owe your future freedom to them too. It would mean that the sacrifices I made meant something. You’ve been with Argo for too long. You are beginning to sound like him,” says Ferfasser.

“Or maybe I’m just beginning to see you for who you are,” she snaps back.”

Ferfasser turns red. For a brief moment, I see Cervantes’ lights turn yellow. Did he just laugh in silence? Luckily, Ferfasser did not notice the flashing emotion.

“I had no other choice,” explains Ferfasser. “Schrödiner lives in the lab, and he cannot and should not leave these confines until the weapons are revealed. After this is said and done, he will board the Morray ship and complete the Hellbringer. There is still work to be done on the large Singularity Slingshot.”

“It will be my first time out of this cage,” says the xeno with a smile.

“Be quiet,” I say to Ferfasser. “We came to see the weapon. And apparently to meet the xeno. This is why you didn’t want us to bring weapons, you feared we would use them. That much is clear. Enough bullshit already. Let us see the weapon and get this over with.”
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“I’ve recreated what little is known about my species in the lab I call home. Welcome to my humble abode,” says Schrödinger, with what I think is a smile. His horizontal jaw is confusing for me to interpret.

I am transported to his home world. A swampy world full of thick algae that grow like tress, that expel a rotten smell. “The thick algae is the product of fungi that grow naturally on my skin. Together with my feces, it creates the algae I use to feed. 

“Xibalba war machines and weapons are all biotechnology based. Our natural ability to telecommunicate made wireless communication with our creations standard. The DAT serves that purpose in you soldiers, the capacity to send and receive thought-based orders to control and manipulate your machines.”

We walk in a maze of algae and large plants and the gunk that comes with them. Walking in this place is very difficult. And extremely displeasing. Schrödinger seems very comfortable. Ferfasser seems used to it too.

“The mounds,” he points a tentacle. “Natural incubators that breed the embryo that eventually matures into the organism that is used as a weapon or vessel.”

I see a forest of mounds around me. “My ancestors’ capacity to build things using the highest biotechnology is lost to me. But in me exists some sort of “ancestral” memory and cultural recollection of how our technology works. It is based on DNA, of naturally creating symbiots that use the body’s natural wattage as a power source and external fuel to create projectiles that cause death.

“This is the RR-19. RR stands for Ricochette Rifle, the 19 stands for the diameter of the rounds—19 millimeters. Through thought, you control the amount of rebounds you wish to impart to the round before delivering its payload. It’s an energy weapon, meaning the round is based on delivering an amount of energy to cause tissue damage and hopefully death. The RR-19 is extremely energy efficient, and deadly.”

“And these are anti-super soldier weapons?” I ask.

“They are,” assures Ferfasser. “We needed weapons that could kill super soldiers that could be easily used by anyone, including sapiens and androids. But they would, of course, be best wielded by super soldiers themselves. They are light, but lethal.”

“Take a look for yourself. This one is ready to be born,” says Schrödinger.

The mound is around one meter tall with a base twice its height. It is green covered by a thick, green, wet, leafy substance. It pulses every so often, releasing a small amount of fumes into the atmosphere.

The mound before me opens like a flower of four petals. Each peels back and winds into itself until it has completely wound back, exposing the base.

The innards of the mound are bright pink and fleshy, with small veins coursing the base with a pulsing fashion. In the middle of the fleshy mound is a pink and green animal-like thing color. Its surface is smooth and looks like a slimy reptile with a long snout and a long neck. Its body is like a sac, while its hind is shaped like an octopus, with tentacles similar to Schrödinger’s fingers.

“The tentacles are the neuronal portion of the gun. Its hollow hind is where you would insert your hand, allowing the tentacles to wrap around your arm to connect either to armor directly or to your skin. It matters not which. As long as you have a functional brain, you will be able to interact with the weapon. It has human genes in it, so there will be no rejection when binding to your tissues.

“The weapon’s neurons connect with yours through muscle neurons, so you shoot with your will, not with your fingers. The energy round can bounce off any surface from one to ten times in total, depending on the shooter’s preference of how many rebounds he desires. If you wish to shoot without rebound function for immediate payload delivery, that is also possible. 

“The use of this weapon allows the shooter to be far away and well hidden from direct fire. The advanced targeting system is projected to your DAT and into your brain’s visual field cortex-neurons so you have an idea of the trajectory the rebound will take, allowing you to aim efficiently. The rebound amount can be changed at will. The weapon can shoot five rounds per second. In full automatic fire, it will shoot for one minute before it needs rest—a total of three hundred rounds.

“Ammo consists of shgar. Food. The food is highly concentrated fuel that the organism/weapon uses to generate its energy rounds. Because the weapon is a living organism, it can be killed if it receives incoming fire,” explains the xeno. “So treat it with care. To care for it, you just need to feed it when it requests food. Food shgar comes in these easy to carry pellets. You feed it through the small slit in its belly—the mouth. Each pellet will be good for around fifteen hundred shots.”

“How do you know when to feed it?” asks Masaaki, repulsed by the appearance of the weapon.

I see Cervantes is extremely intrigued by what he is seeing. His lights are bright blue, his eyes are wide open, and he has a small grin on his face. It would seem that this is the first time that the android has seen these weapons. I can see him relishing the technology, surely documenting everything in his mind. He doesn’t say a word.

“You will know. Because you are neurologically bonded to the weapon, it will let you know its needs. The ammo is carried in a small pouch on the weapon itself. Each will be loaded with five pellets, so the wielder of the weapon will have a total of seventy-five hundred rounds to shoot. More than enough I wager. Avoid overfeeding it. Overfeeding can cause the weapon to malfunction, even explode. This is why the ammo is in a pouch. Otherwise the weapon would eat them all in one sitting and destroy itself in the process.”

“Does it take a shit?” I ask.

“No. Its waste product is the energy rounds.”

“Is it ready for use?” asks Masaaki with sudden interest.

“Indeed it is. These weapons are live from birth.”

“May I try it?” she asks.

“But of course. They were designed to be used by sapiens and androids. As I said, I have the necessary gear to load them onto a Torragami in exchange for one of the two DrillCore cannons. Come now. Get closer. You must handle it with care. The weapon is just born. There…pick it up with…”

Masaaki carries the weapon as if she were carrying a newborn. Very odd indeed. My brothers and I are all wary of this uncanny weapon. A xeno weapon that lives? That is most unusual for soldiers like us. We are used to wielding lifeless things to take away life.

“It’s slimy…feels…alive.”

“It is alive, Lieutenant General. Now introduce your hand in between the tentacles and into the cavernous portion of the weapon. The weapon has been fed. It’s ready for use.”

I see the weapon flinch violently. The tentacles grip Masaaki’s arm and curl all the way up to her neck over the black light armor.

“Ouch!” she yells.

“There’s a sting when the tentacles sink in their diodes to make the neuronal connection. The connection is done through the armor itself. The weapon cannot be wielded in a vacuum,” he explains. “It would freeze and die instantly. It needs to be used in living conditions.”

“Then they are not fit for a Torragami,” I say. “A Torragami has to be able to shoot in the vacuum of space,” I say.

“That is a good point, and something for which I developed a solution. The weapon is stored in the forearm of the Torragami, much like the DrillCore cannon, and summoned to action as the pilot wills it. As long as you do not will the weapon to action in a vacuum, it will serve you well.”

I nod. I’m still skeptical. I see Cervantes documenting everything, staring at Masaaki with curiosity as she experiments with the weapon.

“We should test it at the weapon’s range. Follow me,” says Schrödinger.

“I can feel it…I can sense it. It’s like it has become a part of my body. This is amazing…”

“Masaaki, please don’t point that weapon at me…”
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Ferfasser’s head explodes in a shower of bone and brains. Another burst gets Cien-gi in the chest, efficiently piercing the servo armor. Cervantes falls, trampled and covered from the incoming fire by the lifeless body of Ferfasser.

The second burst hits Schrödinger in the chest. The large xeno goes down. Cien-gi goes down with a cringe but is not dead. The auxiliary heart will keep him alive for long enough. 

Furogata, Abbys, and Thesna react with extreme velocity and violence. But Masaaki moves as well, shooting the RR-19 in full auto. 

No time to talk. I run to her, but she surprises me with a burst of rounds. I duck and dive, roll and jump out of the line of fire. What the hell is going on!? What is she doing!?

There is a clang and an explosion. Lights go out. The air temperature rises abruptly.

“Ambush!” yells Furogata. Was he right all along? Is this an ambush? Wait…but Ferfasser is dead. 

“Call in reinforcements! Send in the X-Star!”

In total pitch blackness I am not blind. My augmented vision allows me some detail recognition. I move silently, trying to get to Masaaki to stop the shooting, but I have to take cover from the incoming suppressive fire. She’s still firing full auto. She modifies the rebound rate, and I am pushed to move as the rounds bounce off and find a way to hit me. I am struck in the abdomen twice. The rounds pierce me and cause severe damage, but I’m not dead. I move again. Has she gone mad!?

Fucking xeno weapons! Designed to kill super soldiers! This was a bad idea…a terrible idea…it has cost Ferfasser his life…

Energy rounds flash and bounce off the surface they hit, to strike my brothers in the maelstrom. 

More explosions are followed by a loud burst of flame. The concussion strikes me and topples me over. I’m bleeding badly from the wounds. But they will not kill me. I stand up and seek more cover.

I hear heavy footsteps. 

I duck and dive, jump and strike out with all my strength, I miss the blow. 

Acute pain sears through my abdomen. I see a beaming blade coming out of my solar plexus. The sword goes out, I am kicked down and have enough time to perceive my attacker. A soldier in white shining armor… 

The face of my attacker is also completely covered in white reinforced enamel. He gets close. In a second, the armor effaces and a recognizable face stares at me with a sardonic smile on his face.

“Mortimer!” I hiss.

“This is for Nakata,” says Mortimer. He aims his Goregun at Cien-gi and shoots him in the head, pulverizing him. 

“Fratricide. A medal for me. Hooray.”

“Nooo!”
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I awaken to mocking laughter.

“There he is, finally,” says another melodic, soft, yet commanding voice. This is a voice I’ve heard before in galaxy-wide broadcasts. However, I cannot place her at this time. 

I open my eyes in shock. I immediately remember what just happened. Just? Or was it long ago? How long have I been out? 

My questions seem to be speaking out of the pores of my skin because I am immediately met with a pair of inquisitive, caring eyes the color of honey. The center of the iris is greenish—very lovely eyes. Lonely, deep, sad: the eyes of a being who has lived and witnessed many things. Her skin is light brown, and her hair is short and black. She’s a sapien. Or appears to be anyway. Have I seen her before? She’s wearing a golden jumpsuit with the ÆTAS symbol at the center of her chest. The acronym is irregular as her small breasts distort the image slightly.

“He’s an inquisitive man. You’ll get answers to your questions soon enough,” she says to me. “Funny you haven’t recognized me. The truth is soldiers like you never really care enough to look up to who is the puppet master pulling the strings.”

She steps back, and I see a figure that causes me to flinch and squirm.

“Mortimer!” I yell. My voice…what happened to my voice? “You! It was you… you killed Cien-gi! …how? What happened?”

I notice it was him whose mocking laughter I woke up to. 

“It is very satisfying to see you defeated like this, brother. Like the cockroach, migrant filth you’ve always been. I am told you were scum before joining the ÆTAS. Seems once scum, always scum. And now it is said that you’re the joke of the galaxy by becoming the ‘doom commander.’ It’s so like you to have fallen into the hands of the Doomsayers and that traitor Ferfasser, how very likely for it to have been you who fell into his web of lies. From being the fallen hero in Canis Major, to wasting your reputation by joining the Doomsayers. Ha! You have made my day. I’ve always hated you down to the core. And now finally, it was I who took you down,” he laughs. 

The giant soldier is in a new Homo iluminatus body. He has no armor on but the white thick reinforced enamel secreted by his skin. His whole body is covered in it, except his face. Why isn’t he in his purple armor?

“So many questions you have,” says the woman in the golden jumpsuit. “Is it ready?” asks a Tekka.

“Yes, my Primordial, the system is operational. The filters are set. You may proceed with the interrogation.”

Interrogation? Primordial. Of course. She’s wearing the golden jumpsuit, typical of high-ranking bureaucrats of the Core. I have a sudden spark and remember her name. This is Olympia Templestone!

“I see you’ve finally recognized me. It was about damn time, you fool. Oh how long we’ve waited for this moment. To finally have our hands free to do as we please with you. You’ve always been that elusive rat under the protection of the wing of other Primordials who wished you alive. Of course it makes sense for Ferfasser to have been your guardian angel all these centuries. And of course, as a natural angel of the darkside, Ferfasser has played you very well, as the fool you really are. Doom Commander? Really? How stupid of you! Ridiculous! And now you are the joke of the galaxy. You defeated yourself by taking that role, you know? And no, this is not an interrogation, not yet,” says Templestone.

I am struck and bludgeoned by her words. Did I make a mistake? I shake my head and do my best to evade the stares of Mortimer and Templestone, both looking at me like I’m a worthless piece of trash.

As I turn to evade their stares, I take in my surroundings. The room I’m in is completely white. The white light of humanity drenching over every corner of the room, so no shadows are visible. I have a suspicion I’m actually in a ship. Not in a world. The truth is I’m in the ÆTAS’s hands. How did this happen? If I’m in Olympias’ presence, I must be in a Morray-class ship. I suddenly shiver as I consider myself safe within the nest of the ÆTAS, deep within enemy lines. And yet, I have no idea how this happened.

One moment I’m in a top-secret Togami lab in the hands of the Doomsayers, the next I’m being mocked by Mortimer. How?

I remember. Flashes of Ferfasser’s head exploding come to me in waves. And then the lights go out…but it was her…no…it can’t be!

Masaaki. She was shooting my brothers. She killed Ferfasser with a headshot using the novel RR-19. But why? How?

“Bring her in. He just thought of her,” says Templestone.

I am baffled by how she knows what I’m thinking. I’ve yet to find out how. Masaaki steps through the hissing door, still wearing her light black armor with the Tree of Retribution at the center of her chest and the RR-19 still attached to her right arm. She walks up to Templestone and stands beside Mortimer. She has that hard-ass, stone-cold stare of hers. She stares at me coolly and then stands at the ready staring off into infinity. 

My heart races as I study her. I plead with my eyes, trying to understand what happened. Is she angry at me? Did I piss her off? Did the ÆTAS contact her and somehow manage to radicalize her? It makes no sense. I cannot explain this. There is something utterly wrong here.

Mortimer takes a look at Masaaki and chuckles. “Doomsayer she is indeed. A fine soldier,” and looks at me. He smiles and says, “It was a pleasure killing our brother, Cien-gi. An eye for an eye. You took Nakata. An epic kill indeed. A master kill. And now I also have a master kill under my belt and the accompanying medal. I killed Cien-gi and captured you in the process. Now we are even, aren’t we? Three Legions against three. A good match. Except that we have the advantage in many ways,” he says showing off his new body.

“But…Ferfasser said the bodies wouldn’t be upgraded until several weeks from…then? When is now?” I say with my unusual voice.

“You believed that fool,” says Olympia Templestone. “He was being fed false information, which is very easy when your opponent thinks you are unaware of their treachery. Granted, Ferfasser was a cunning man, a dangerous man if you ask any of us. The Doomsayers have been our most feared enemy, undermining our operations for so long. It only makes sense a Primordial who created Iris would have had the smarts to play the ÆTAS as he did. But in the end, we won. Ferfasser is dead. Truly dead. You know he founded the Doomsayers with your dead dearly beloved Carmen Johnson, right? That bitch,” says Templestone. “She died long ago, Carmen did. She never really got to see what the Doomsayers became. But her genes lived on,” she says with a smile.

“You and your Ronin little brothers did the ÆTAS the giant favor of destroying Ferfasser’s cloning and android factory,” she says. “You were smart enough not to trust him.” 

“He still has his servers, he still has a master version,” I say with the ashes of hope. I turn to look at Masaaki, to be met by Mortimer’s smile. Masaaki will not look at me!

“True. And his servers are very well hidden. But without a clone in which to download himself, and without a MindTransfer, he is useless. Even if he has a body with a new state of the art bio-DAT, he still needs the necessary hardware to make the personality download to the bio-DAT.

“Therefore, his personality is stuck in the server until he can be downloaded into the proper mind, and to do so, he would have needed the hardware you and your brothers destroyed through your mistrust. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I think it’s great that you destroyed his equipment. He would have played you—as he did in quickly convincing you to become the Doomsayer Commander—, that is for sure. But now he is dead. The leader of the Doomsayers, decapitated by the Barbarus Scythe team. Check mate.” She says with a smile.

“My Scythe team has earned the medals, and warpoints, for what that is worth nowadays. But that’s nothing compared to the prize of vengeance,” says Mortimer. “A major hack rendered Hai incapable of perceiving the attack. It was a covert mission. We docked in Hydrogen in the world of Helm on a stolen merchant ship. We infiltrated the base without any knowledge of the AI. And since your forces trust so much on your AI to detect enemies, we were virtually invisible,” says Mortimer with a smile.

“Covert operation? Cowardice!” I yell and raise a fist in defiance. I have a stab of pain on my shoulder and realize how difficult it was to raise my fist. Raise a fist? Am I not bound? And that is when I notice what I am. I open my fist and look at my hand. My small, puny, sapien hand. 

I am in shock. I look down and notice I am sitting on a small stool, without anything holding me prisoner. I can move around freely. I try to stand up and find it extremely difficult.

“What is this!?” I ask in disgust. I look at my chest and body, touch my groin and feel nothing between my legs. I’ve no genitals.

Mortimer laughs out loud and says, “This is very satisfying, I thank you, your eminence, for allowing me this moment of true defeat, to see the melancholic warrior fall was my wish. With your permission, I will report back to my ship,” says Mortimer, raising his right fist.

“Such a busy mind that one of yours,” says Olympia pointing a finger at my head. “I can see your thoughts in this holodisplay in my palm. I can detect everything you are thinking, rendered in three dimensional images,” she says. “You are dismissed, Alastar Magna Mortimer.”

“Your eminence,” says Mortimer. He exits the room. I find it very strange to see Mortimer respond and respect this Celestial Core member. As far as I knew, soldiers and Core Members did not get along at all. This is why Omnistar Magna was the perfect interface between the Core and the Stærfleet.

“What is happening? Where am I? Why am I in this body?” I say, turning to look at Olympia and Masaaki. There is no solace.

“Pad?” she asks. The Tekka hands her a holopad. She holds the holopad in front of my face. I look at my reflection and sob openly.

“It is me? It’s me! I’m back in my old sapien body. I am Argo Herrero again!”

“No, you’re not. The Argo Herrero body you left behind back in old Terra was far stronger than that puny body you live in now,” she laughs. “You are in the God’s Scepter, a Morray class ship. Yes…the ship that carries the Omega Cohort. We are in high orbit, anchored around Ahmurai’s strange helicoidal vessel/weapon. We hacked the file you created debriefing your experience in Canis Major. We know everything you told the Doomsayers, Argo. Eight days have gone by since your capture.”

“No…”

“Indeed.” 

“This body? Why?” I babble, unable to fathom my current existential dilemma. 

“How did we create a new body so fast? Our latest biotechnology is supreme—EHES: enhanced hormonal endo-stimulation. We can create bodies very quickly, built by 3D printers and DNA polymerases and the corresponding nano tech. This body was engineered just for you.”

I turn to look at Masaaki. She’s like a statue. She has not moved a muscle. I have the urge to whisper to her, shout at her, but restrain myself. She has the RR-19 wrapped around her right arm, the advanced weapon created by Schrödinger that she used to kill Ferfasser.

“Masaaki…” I whisper looking at her.

“Look at me!” I yell.

“Look at me goddamn it!” I scream.

Olympia Templestone smiles and says, “She has orders to stay put, for now. It is definitely pleasing to see you squirm. Oh the trifles of mankind. The things we do for love. It’s not that I don’t feel it—love—, I do feel love in fact. But we, the Primordials, have altered our genes in such a way that the old pleasures like sex and food and taking a shit are gone. It is such a bore to depend on those things for so-called happiness. However, seeing you torn by your love right there is exquisite. You were always weak in that way. Your cock was always your weakness. Ten thousand years mourning that love you could never have from Carmen Johnson, and now this one comes in and conquers you. And then she becomes your undoing. How eloquent.”

My mind goes into a stale state, and then waves of melancholy surge form the depths and drown my soul in a steep wall of emotions. I suffer in this state of terrible self-lament.

“And there it is…look at this beauty,” she says, showing me the pad in her hand. “We are also able to map those emotions of yours. Ten thousand years in the making—to make such an old soul like yours with such deep emotions, and this terrible sea of sadness is just one of a kind. I think this is why Ahmurai did not kill you. He must have seen this,” she says showing me the rendered image of my emotions. I see a swirl of blue dancing flames quenched by a purple vortex. “It is for this reason that we intend to replicate you. This old and fermented soul of yours. Perhaps it will come in handy if it comes to negotiating with Ahmurai. We will clone your body, implant this deep seed within the new clone, and use it to get close to Ahmurai. Or maybe it won’t work and we’ll need to beat him to a pulp to get his tech.”

Memories of the Togami lab in Helm remind me of the weapon created by the xeno. Seeing Masaaki with the RR-19 wrapped on her arm is very concerning. She is in ÆTAS territory, behaving as if she has been ÆTAS all along. This means the ÆTAS will inherit Schrödinger’s technology. The RR-19 is in some ways superior to the Gorecannon, and if the ÆTAS upgrade to have this weapon, we are doomed.

“You are correct: we will reverse engineer the RR-19 and use it to our advantage,” she says reading my thoughts with her pad. “Your capture and the Doomsayer’s defeat was an amazing feat. You will agree, you shall see,” she smiles. 

“Your return to this galaxy was certainly a big surprise. But then you had the audacity to kill Nakata. A grand kill, but you tempted the beast. We knew we had to get you. You survived the Calamity of Canis Major, and we had to find out why. We defeated this great foe, but to our chagrin, we also lost him in the process and our solar system. We cannot inherit his technology, or so we thought. But it turns out he has been communicating with you, has he not?”

“No.”

“Oh, I love you telling lies.” She reaches out and pinches my arm.  

I double over and scream in pain. I tremble from the extreme suffering. I cry for a long minute as the pain surges and echoes through my body. My guts spasm, and I feel the gut-wrenching pain twist my insides. This is horrendous.

“As I said, you are in a unique body, Argo, genetically engineered to be fifty times weaker than a normal sapien. You can’t run, you can barely walk. Any physical activity is demanding for you. You cannot fight. You are a prisoner of your own weakness. Added to that, your body has one hundred times more pain receptiveness than a normal human. Any amount of pain will throw you into the fetal position that you just experienced, making torture very easy for me and very terrible for you. I need only pinch your skin to cause you great suffering. You do not build up tolerance. Pain is always extreme. There is more. Your brain has a modified bio-DAT that does not connect to any server, only to my own Master Server. I monitor your thoughts as I told you earlier. I see what you think, your questions, your concerns. Your thoughts are rendered in 3D images in this palm-sized holo display that I have with me. Why do I need to see your thoughts and emotions? For my own pleasure.”

I gasp and am finally able to talk, “Why? Why? Why not kill me! I am a soldier worthy of a good death! I plead harakairi! I plead death!” I yell in agony.

“Oh how I like to see you plead. Which makes it even better to deny you death,” she grins with pleasure. “You’re getting our most savage punishment. And when we’re satisfied, we will open up your mind with psychosurgery with a digital scalpel and get all your memories on your interaction with Ahmurai. We will see you suffer to the extreme before you die by the digital scalpel.”

“Why! Why this torture! I am defeated!” I cry.

“Oh, dear Argo. Defeated you are indeed. But defeat is not enough. You have been a hated and loved warrior for so long. Ferfasser and his supporting Celestials have always pushed to keep you alive. While us, the other Primordials who opposed that thought always wanted you dead. The truth is you were alive because you fed the war machine better than anybody else. The public loved you dearly, which motivated further conquests. When the Galactic Crusade was over, Tauro and you were the bait that would probe the Calamity of Canis Major. It was the best way to dispose of you. But you! You’re a damn cockroach…you survive many things in spite of our efforts to destroy you. Not this time.”

“Why? Why! The Sapien Inquisition? Nothing makes sense!”

“It does, Argo. It’s all thanks to Ferfasser. We had no better way to flush out the Doomsayers, so we decided to kill them all and let God sort them out, you know how the good old Terran saying goes.

“Sapiens are a weak species, a complacent, judging, demanding, and bitchy little creatures who did nothing more than suck the ÆTAS’s teats dry with their ever-incessant pursuit of pleasure. Sapiens are useless to us. They consume and consume and demand and demand. The more you give them, the more they want, and they never appreciate your efforts. The ÆTAS has changed direction since the Galactic Crusade became the Great Intergalactic Crusade. The eradication of the Homo sapiens would achieve two goals, flushing out the Doomsayers and their leader, and riding ourselves of the useless oxygen-consuming rat sapiens.”

“But you…that body…”

“I’m in a Homo celestialis body, Argo. Superior in every way. Eternal like our soldiers. We’ve done away with the old ban on eternal life on noncombatant galactic citizens. The new bio-DAT depends even less on AI to function. We are telepathic with quantum speed and range communications. Soon AI will be a thing of the past. Depending on AI for all of our communications and machine management is very inefficient. AIs these days are too opinionated and take offense. They can be hacked and manipulated. That’s how Ferfasser got away with being a Doomsayer and a Primordial at the same time. He had Hai hacking Iris the whole time, blinding her from his illegal activities. We returned the favor. We blinded Hai from the covert mission that killed Ferfasser and captured you, my dear.”

“A coward’s mission!”

“A smart woman’s mission,” she says. “You were expecting a full-fledged war, weren’t you? A covert mission was an impossibility in your mind because, in your eyes, none of your brothers would ever act in such a ‘dishonorable’ way. Weakness exploited,” she says with a grin.

“The Doomsayers have collapsed since Ferfasser’s and Cien-gi’s death. Our attack stunned your forces deeply, echoing a deep sorrow in the marrow of every Doomsayer and rebel soldier. Diminishing your Doom Legion and demoralizing both Captain Aquila and Cetai. Oh, we know everything,” she grins. “There is no greater defeat than killing your opponent and then destroying his comrades’ and followers’ morale. It makes the mop up so much easier—you would know, this is how you conquered planetary systems, by decapitating the leadership and then mopping up the rest. You were really going to be called the Doom Commander? That was a ridiculous fiasco. To become the Doomsayer Commander, preposterous,” she laughs. “See your loved one there?”

I turn to see Masaaki. She is unmoving. A soldier made of steel. 

“You have no idea what she is, do you?” says Olympia. “You drank the poison, as the old saying goes. You believed she was a normal out-of-the-womb sapien that became a Special Forces Doomsayer soldier. Ferfasser was always very smart like that. He had you believe it, and you bought it. That was the weakness, Argo, the chink in the armor that led to your capture and Ferfasser’s death.”

“Is she ÆTAS? Has she always been a spy? What is she! Not an android…it can’t be.”

“A spy? No. Not an android either. A human, a sapien indeed. Very carefully and artistically crafted by Ferfasser himself in his lab. Remember what I said about Carmen Johnson’s genes living on. It wasn’t through a long-lived genetic line like Masaaki had you believe. It was through genetic engineering.”

“What?”

“Oh, yes. Masaaki is a state-of-the-art clone.”

“No…”

“Yes. Ferfasser has been playing around with Carmen Johnson’s genetic line for thousands of years. Creating women like Masaaki, Special Forces agents as he calls them. She is a perfect soldier in a way, stronger than an average sapien, fast, obedient, but also tailored to perfection to complete one thing: seducing Argo Herrero.”

“No!!!!”

“Oh, yes! How delightful to see you know this truth. I relish in your suffering. Yum, yum, yum!” she savors, her tongue smacking her lips. “Ferfasser created her to seduce you. He had her infiltrate your ship, believing the story that she was actually born and had a career in Warp Engine engineering. She was not the first prototype, you know. Apparently, he had your planetary ship infiltrated many times by his so-called Special Forces soldiers—all women genetically crafted to be like Carmen Johnson, all with the objective to seduce you.”

“Why?…this can’t be…”

“To bring you to the other side of course! Ferfasser has long fought to have you as a Doomsayer. He has wet himself dreaming of the day you would become the Doom Commander. And you did! That old fox did it! You did become the ludicrous Doom Commander. But then his own creation was his own undoing.” She points a finger to Masaaki.

“Masaaki, gentle, cute, sexy, built to love you, built to be obsessed with you, created to convince you and hunt you down. She has the body to receive you sexually. You must know by experience normal sapiens can’t really have sex with you, not without rupturing tissue. However, Masaaki was perfect. Tailored to get you. The perfect anti-Argo weapon.”

“No….no…”

“Have you seen any other Special Forces agent?”

“No…”

“Exactly. Did you know she died?”

“What? That’s not possible. She’s right there,” I say.

“When she was inside the Torragami when you escaped Melam, she actually died from incoming fire. Ferfasser didn’t tell you that, of course. Ferfasser had her carcass replaced with a new clone so you would never know. You could not know. The problem was when the new clone was created. We managed to hack the master server, so that the personality downloaded to her bio-DAT was actually our version.”

“Wait…you’re saying she had a bio-DAT and that she was synchronizing it with a master server every ten seconds? But Ferfasser was far away? How could he?”

“Ferfasser has a very advanced lab installed in that stolen Morray class ship. That is where he had his back-up clones in case he needed to keep you unaware of his planning. Where was the Morray ship docked?”

“On the Falcon…”

“Precisely. Because of Masaaki’s bio-DAT and because the new bio-DAT syncs with a master server every ten seconds, Ferfasser was able to “see” what Masaaki saw. He was well aware of everything that happened between you and Masaaki. This is how he controlled both of you. He always knew you were back in the galaxy, in Melam! But he played the fool. He couldn’t act upon it. He had to pretend so you wouldn’t detect that he had spied on you through Masaaki. He has always been a brilliant actor. He fooled the ÆTAS for so long, until we got him with his own creation.

“We hacked Masaaki’s master personality and tweaked her ever so lightly. Just enough to activate her upon command to follow the new mission prompts. Upon activation, she killed Ferfasser and shot your brothers. Her activation was the key that prompted Mortimer’s Scythe team to move in for the kill.

“Unfortunately, they could only kill Cien-gi. Furogata, Thesna, and Abyss still live, as does the abomination he calls Schrödinger. Their legions also live on, as does Cien-gi’s. But the Doomsayers are headless. With you captured and Cien-gi dead, your Ronin brothers are lost, and the Doomsayers are without a leader. We have won the war, Argo. You have been defeated.

“Ferfasser sought to defeat us by creating his pet xeno to give him the tools to destroy us by building his new weapon, the RR-19 and a Hellbringer. Very, very smart.”

I sigh.

“Masaaki…” I turn to see her. “This is why you were obsessed with me…you were designed,” I say out loud for her to hear me. I think she flinches, but I’m not sure of it. She stares straight into infinity.

“She will make a fine guardian. She will keep watch over you at all times, and she can seek and hone into you like an intuitive missile. She will pinch you if you get out of line.”

“End this…please kill me! You need my mind…my memories…take it, open my mind up and take it all.”

“NO. It’s not good enough for us. Seeing you suffer dearly fills us with a glee so deep it is worth keeping you alive until we feel we have had enough pleasure in seeing you squirm.”

She smiles courtly. “Masaaki, escort the prisoner. There is an audience waiting to see him suffer. Tug at his leash if needed. Be gentle!”

“Yes, your essence,” says Masaaki. Masaaki walks up to me and ties a simple leather leash around my neck. Her touching my skin hurts, but also feels strangely liberating. Her touch…I shiver as I remember her naked body on top of mine.

“Walk,” orders Masaaki.

“You must remember our making love,” I whisper. “Remember Melam.”

Masaaki yanks the leash around my neck. I fall to the floor in utter and severe pain. “Get up, cockroach!” she yells. She kicks me in the stomach. I spit out blood.

“Gentle! Be gentle, Masaaki. He has very weak organs and will bleed to death if you abuse him. A simple pinch will do.”

It takes me a good five minutes to recover. I stand up with utter difficulty. I am so weak. I am tugged like a hound and dare not challenge my new captor.

The ÆTAS have done it. I am defeated in the worst possible manner with the worst possible punishment. I only wish to die, to be released from this suffering. It cannot come fast enough.
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The room is filled with artifacts I immediately recognize. The room is all wooden, neatly polished and luxurious old-world wood. The floor, the walls, it’s all delicately designed with supreme craftsmanship. I would go as far as to say that this looks handmade—and nothing is handmade these days. 

“Xenology,” says Olympia. “One of the Celestial Core’s obsessions has always been xenology, to learn more and more about the xenos we destroy. Did you know Ahmurai’s vessel is laden with innumerable cultural artifacts? It’s as if he were a collector of sorts. And his vessel has a thousand segments, each with its own unique atmosphere and landscape, as if each represents a world or a culture that he purged. One would think…” she says, pensive as she admires the artifacts.  

I also take a look at the artifacts. I see small pyramids. I see statues of the Jackal, the same as the armor wore by Ahmurai. Was he a deity? I would admire the artifacts if I weren’t in this miserable state of existence. 

“I thought you simply wiped out our enemies…your eminence. When my team descended to pulverize their leaders and destroy each planetary system…I never thought you would conquer more than just their military tech,” I respond, addressing her as I’ve observed others do to avoid any sort of punishment.

“That’s what we want you to think. The truth is when our Tekka go down to each conquered xeno’s planetary system to conquer the military and scientific developments, part of their work is to excavate and gather as much as possible to learn more about the xenos we destroy. Who they were, their culture, if they had any intercultural exchange between separated planetary systems among different species. We’ve created large data banks and many museum’s worth of artifacts from the xenos that we’ve conquered. To unravel their scientific development is of great importance to us. It leads to great weapons like the Hellbringer and the Hellblade. Understanding their culture gives us…a deeper meaning than just being destroyers.

“Ahmurai, the Calamity of Canis Major, destroyer of worlds. The Eye of Horus and the pyramids. Look at the artifacts we’ve recovered from his helicoidal vessel/weapon. Look at this artwork. And there is still so much more to uncover from that four-second-light long weapon/world of his.”

I take a look at a painting hanging on the polished wooden wall. “A large gathering of people, human-like, around that central pyramid. See the glyphs? The jackal? The Eye of Horus? Does it all seem familiar to you? We have compared the hieroglyphs found in Ahmurai’s vessel with those of the Egyptians and have found striking similarities. Especially with the jackal and the Eye of Horus. Why? How? Carbon dating would suggest Ahmurai’s artifacts are more than a million years old. His weapon created new planetary systems, all of which have the same life-forms made of germanium, atom 32 on the periodic table. Why germanium? His artifacts all point that he is carbon based like all of us life forms in this galaxy. If he is carbon based, why are his creations germanium based?

“Strangely, we have found zero Ahmurai DNA on his vessel, other than the DNA of his creatures and presumed extinct cultures. But no DNA from him! Not a single cell to harvest DNA or RNA from! Nothing. Why? You must admit this is all very interesting. It would suggest a couple of things. One, Ahmurai is not a living thing, not a DNA-based creature like you and I. What is it then? Is it nano-robotic? It is simply made of something similar to DNA but so dissimilar that we cannot identify it? Is he a god? Anubis?”

“Answer the question!” yells Masaaki and yanks the leash. My neck feels as if it will rip apart.

“Be gentle, woman!” says Olympia. “It was a rhetorical question. Please tone it down. You will kill him prematurely. That is not the intention here.”

“Yes, your eminence,” says Masaaki.

I stand up after several minutes of utter suffering. I glare at Masaaki. She does not look at me.

The words god and Anubis linger in the air after they were said. “Is he a dead god from his now extinct people? Why does he purge galaxies? Why did he purge the Tragalaf in Canis Major? Everything points to the assumption that he purges out-of-control civilizations, but it does not explain why he didn’t exterminate us any sooner. Is he human? Was he created by humans? The humanoids we see in the paintings and glyphs are clearly similar to us. Did they influence the Egyptians? It cannot be mere coincidence that both cultures have pyramids, jackals, and an Eye of Horus. Or that he looks like the ancient Anubis, the god of the underworld. The god that performs the ritual of the weighing of the heart.”

She breathes in and thinks. Then says:

“Do you know the myth of Horus, son of Osiris?” asks Olympia.

“Barely, your essence,” I respond quickly, in case Masaaki feels the urge to yank at the leash for my nonresponse.

“In Egyptian theology, Osiris was an ancestral king who ruled Egypt wisely. His evil brother, Seth, rose up against him to take his power. Seth sends his brother Osiris to the underworld, but before he chops him into pieces and scatters the pieces so they can’t be recovered, Egypt falls prey to the new evil and adversary king. However, all is not lost.

“You see, Osiris had a wife, Isis. She gathers up Osiris’ scattered pieces and makes herself pregnant with the use of his phallus. Isis gives birth to a son, Horus, who returns to his rightful kingdom to confront his evil uncle.

“Horus fights a difficult battle with Seth and loses an eye in the process. Seth is overcome, and Horus recovers his eye. Horus descends to the underworld to find his father. He offers his eye to Osiris so that he might see again. Osiris and Horus both return to the kingdom and rule wisely once again.”

Olympia pauses and takes in the silence. “Is Ahmurai somehow the son of a dead king, who has returned to fetch his dead father from the underworld? Or does the Eye of Horus represent something altogether different? I do not know. We may find out soon enough. It is all very interesting indeed, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I do, your essence.”

“You never expected to see this in the Omega Cohort Morray Ship God’s Scepter, did you?”

“No, your eminence.”

“Most beings see the ÆTAS as a bloodthirsty, parasitic, malevolent galactic empire. And while all that is true, there is more to us than meets the eye. We are very curious indeed, but most people never get to see the Core for what we truly are. We are greatly underestimated as a barbaric culture, although we are indeed barbaric in the crude sense of things. But we are also very rational. Now, to your hungry audience. I wanted to show you this. I figured you would care about what Ahmurai is through the strangeness of his artifacts and his germanium-based creations. All very strange indeed. Anyway, it’s time to go. You are expected.”




***




I enter the Strategy Theater. I stand at the center. Masaaki holds the leash and stays nearby. All the lights are out, except for the single beam that illuminates me, preventing me from seeing my audience.

Abruptly, all the theater lights turn on. I grimace as the pain of the sudden flare of bright lights makes my eyes tear. My eyesight takes a long minute to get used to the brightness.

The theater is occupied by sapiens, or what I would guess are Homo celestialis as Olympia says. They are all new faces to me. Very few of the Celestials that I’ve seen are here. Primordials were known for being almost anonymous. You hardly heard of them, except for higher ups like Templestone and Ferfasser.

“The Celestial Core, here before you,” says Olympia from her front-row seat. “Core members, here is that fool we finally managed to capture. I give you Argo Herrero, the melancholic warrior. Original Terran from SLAV signed a contract for ten years of service in exchange for fair pay to join the ÆTAS. Since then, he has been that exemplary soldier and at the same time that annoying bastard that has always been too knowledgeable of some of our secrets. He was aboard the Tragalaf mothership when we found the files that contained information about the Tragalaf’s flight from Canis Major. But alas, here he is. Captured and humiliated.”

“You do not recognize us?” asks one with thick white hair and a face so decorated with old ragged skin that it’s amazing to see him sitting and not at the edge of death.

“How can he, Oxford? He has never really seen us before.” 

“That is true, Fæ,” replies Oxford to the golden-haired woman with old white skin but luscious golden hair combed in a perfect bun at the back of her head. All the Primordials are wearing a golden jumpsuit.

“Before you all the Primordials, the soul of the galactic empire,” says Olympia, beaming at me.

I cringe as I analyze them.

“Olympia, you must end this charade of yours. Your desire to torture this man is outrageous. We could already have his mind replicated and downloaded to a clone of his, ready for the necessary trials to capture Ahmurai and inherit his technology. That you find this theatrical is sickening. End it quickly and avoid unnecessary time-consuming tasks like these,” says the old man called Oxford.

“You must admit there is pleasure in seeing him in this body,” says Olympia.

“Not really. You did this all by yourself—the whole genetic creation of that weak body is all your doing. What we want is to end this strife once and for all, to get to Ahmurai and get his technology, in whatever mode or manner that might be. To play around with genetically engineered bodies to torture people is not needed!” yells Fæ.

“I will have this! It is my request to show him the truth of who we are!” she yells.

“Just let her do it. You know she will do whatever she wants anyway,” says Fæ.

“Just get on with this bloody fiasco then!” yells Oxford.

“Indeed,” responds Olympia, annoyed. “Bring in the MindTransfer units.”

The center stage trembles as a host of automated servitors directs a pair of linked MindTransfers. The large equipment occupies nearly the whole stage. A large rectangular scaffold holds two large cylinders standing upright. Each is covered by thick and armored glass, so it is difficult to see what lays inside. The wiring of the units is not visible. In the front and at the center of the rectangular frame is a Tekka controlling the holo-console, observing the data stream presented.

“All this work for what, Olympia? Do you really need him to know?”

“It is all worth it, Core members. You will see.”

Templestone steps onto the stage and walks up to the MindTransfer unit. The cylinder on the left side opens with a hiss.

“It is ready, your eminence,” says the Tekka.

Olympia gets nude, undressing in front of the audience. Her body is exemplary, a model of models. It makes no sense for her body to be so perfect, or even to have breasts, when she has argued there is no further sex in the Primordials. If there is no pleasure in sex or vanity, then why such a perfect body?

Olympia steps inside the empty cylinder and the hatch closes with another hiss. The Tekka manipulates the holoconsole with his fingers and engages with the data stream. The brief hiss is followed by a gush of pressurized gas. Within half a minute, the right-sided MindTransfer cylinder opens. Out walks a giant in full military gear.

My jaw drops. I shake violently as I take in the scene. His glimmer and magnificence make my eyes ache.

The golden armor gleams beautifully. His wide jaw and deep eyes would convince any audience of his words. He is massive, but also epic and heroic, utterly perfect. The large body is well protected by the large golden armor covering all of his body, except for his head and face. The large Omega sign gleams on his chest plate, while the five starts on his left shoulder recognize him as the highest-ranking officer of the Omega echelon.

“Omnistar Magna Übel Blass,” I whisper. “It can’t be.”

“Yes, my dear. I’ve always been Omnistar Magna. You’ve always been a challenging soldier, loyal but your own man at the same time, a true destroyer of worlds and yet a compassionate idiot who thinks small things should be saved. We will never forget the first time you tried to save that Nymph, and Tauro and you were at odds forever after.”

I hear a clicking sound. Tac, tac, tac. Footsteps. I have a sudden urge to turn and see who is coming in from the backdoor of the Theater but contain myself as I am entranced by Omnistar Magna’s eyes. He…her… Olympia Templestone is Omnistar Magna!

“The truth is the Celestial Core has always been one and the same with the Omega Cohort, a secret very well kept throughout the thousands of years the Core has been serving the empire. It was such a secret that not even Ferfasser dared divulge who he played in the Omega Cohort.”

“Ferfasser was also part of the Omega Cohort!?”

“Oh, yes! And he played the most important role.”

I notice Masaaki twitching. She may have been tampered with, but it would appear to me she retains her core personality intact. Finding this out about Ferfasser has gotten her on edge.

“He was the one and only Godfrey Bubon. The man had a big mouth, a preacher he has always been. This is why it is not strange for him to have created his own religion. The man is a professional in the matter. Only a wicked and arrogant man like him would have the balls to call himself Messiah!”

“No! That can’t be! If this is true, then he declared the Sapien Inquisition! That makes no sense!”

“It is all true. He has always relished being that man to impart religion, to sing the chants of war. Of course he had to declare the Sapien Inquisition. He had to. If he did not, we would have figured out that he was the leader of the Doomsayers much earlier. He actually played it smart and declared the Sapien Inquisition, after which he stole the Morray class ship, and the rest you know. All of the Omega Cohort is represented by one of the Celestial Core.”

“Since when?”

“For several thousands of years, my dear. MindTransfer has been something we’ve been doing for a long time. You just didn’t know it was the Core who was transferring in and out of the Omega Cohort’s mind.”

Omnistar Magna breathes in satisfaction upon seeing me shake and tremble in fear. I am utterly defeated. I cannot believe the layer upon layer of secrets that have occurred under my very nose for so long! This is utterly devastating. What else is going on under the currents that I’m not aware of? That Ferfasser was Godfrey Bubon makes me both nauseous, but also doubt this was ever true. Could it be? Was he the abomination? At this point, I’m capable of believing Ferfasser did almost anything. He was capable of dancing to any tune as long as he got his own.

“We are god,” says Omnistar Magna. “We have achieved the highest of all ranks, the highest of all victories. We are the sole owners of a whole galaxy, to make and destroy as we please, to use and abuse its resources for our own liking. And now the Great Intergalactic Crusade is upon us! We will gather our forces with the almighty war-hammer that we are and strike upon the universe with a force no other being has ever witnessed. And lo, every inferior species shall bow to us, the supreme dominants of this universe! We will conquer, inspired by our rightful inheritance of ultimate intelligence, which has granted us ultimate power.”

The Great Arrogance. The Great Lords fell once, they will fall again, says Ahmurai in my mind.

“Ah, and there he is. The great foe of Canis Major has been probed again. How easy it is to lure him, and hence defeat him. How predictable. Remember, I read your mind, all your thoughts are uploaded to my master server. Behind you,” says Omnistar Magna with a smile.

I slowly turn around. I can’t turn any faster. I’m too weak.

My eyes open as wide as they can. I am aghast. “General Wrath!”

The old general is standing before me, blue eyes and with the long scar down his left eye as he used to be back in the day. “It is I, Argo. It’s been several decades since I had my old body recreated and fitted into a new Homo celestialis. I am the one and the same Omnistar Primus Grey Wolf. And in the audience sits every single member of the Omega Cohort. There you have Omnistar Decius Ulnor known simply as Fæ. That’s Omnistar Decius Talbot known as Oxford, and Omnistar Tercius Galgom known as Ulises Dittr, Lufor as Alberto Contreras and Norfal who is Ming Yu, and Omnistar Irius Pwytr known as Ugulda Ofuna, Kyatia as Ichi Nok, Hassan as Rodolfo Ibarguen and Squlomon Lai Loi. Those are their true names. Can you believe that? Original Terrans who, like you and I, retain their original identity since their participation in the Core. We are all Primordials.

“You’ve had your chance to take us down, at least to try. You survived the Calamity of Canis Major. Within your mind, we will find why, how, and what that could mean to inheriting Ahmurai’s technology.”

My lower lip trembles as I am ashamed and humiliated to be in this weak body, unable to even fight back. The tight leash on my neck has me in a constant state of fear of being yanked with force by Masaaki. She remains as immovable as a statue.

“Do my brothers know who you are?” I ask.

I get yanked hard by Masaaki. “You will not speak until spoken to!” she yells.

I fall to my knees. I double over and suffer as my gut is twisted on itself, as the pain echoes through me. The more I suffer, the more pain I get, the more I can visualize how the pain waves echo through my body, how the colors purple and black surge and fall with wicked wings of darkness to further plunge me into the darkest chasm of melancholy.

“Go deeper, Argo. Fall into that pit of despair. We will see you crumble before us,” says Omnistar Magna. He walks back to the MindTransfer device. The door closes, and the Tekka at the holoconsole orchestrates the data stream. Olympia Templestone comes out of the other tube, smiling. She’s still naked. I would but admire her perfect body were it not for my disgusting state of pain and desolation.

“We could operate more bodies remotely, you know. The new bio-DAT could serve that purpose. But we haven’t allowed ourselves to control more than one body at a time. There is always a risk of duplicate personalities that could, in the end, oppose each other. Imagine two Omnistar Magnas, each striving for the same goal. They would eventually become enemies if both fail to synchronize to the same server.”

“You share too much with this cockroach!” 

“It is part of the torture, Oxford. Look at him squirm. The more powerful we grow, the deeper he is cast to the bottom of the pit of despair that he calls melancholy. I love and relish seeing his suffering projected to my holopad.”

“I agree with Oxford. End this already and let us fight to inherit Ahmurai’s technology. Enough play is enough. This is getting foul already. The man is more than dead. He has been humiliated enough. Tell that Doomsayer bitch to wring his neck. That should please your wicked taste,” says Fæ.

I notice Masaaki twitch. Her lips seem to snarl and then curl down in a sad expression. It all happens so fast that I can only think that she is struggling between two equally powerful opposing forces. Is she fighting the urge to kill me? I notice she grips the RR-19 gun harder. Oh no…she’s gonna end me right here. Death by the genetically engineered woman who conquered me.

“Death by the woman you love; by the woman that loves you because she has no other choice. How about that for ultimate punishment?”

Masaaki points the weapon at me. “Goodbye,” she says. She struggles even harder; a tear runs down her cheek.

“I never wanted any of this. You once asked me if I resented Ferfasser, and the answer is still yes. However, now I also hate myself. I know who I am and how I came to be. It was all a lie. I now know I never had parents, was never born in a world. The lies!! It all makes so much sense to me now…,” she says crying. “Goodbye, my love. At least now I know why I’m obsessed with you.”

“What is she doing? What are you doing? Kill the man!” yells Olympia.

“Melam was a great idea. I think we both saw a glimpse of true happiness there. That is as happy as I’ll ever be.”

She shoots.
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The RR-19 rounds galore. The Strategy Theater breaks into a fury of energy rounds. Masaaki shoots in full auto-aiming at the Celestials, with zero-rebound, as the shots deliver their payload upon contact.

The Primordials do not make a run for it. They are surprised by the action, but not in the least worried about saving their lives. Some die without even expressing fear. It’s more of an annoyance—because they know they are safely stored in a master server! There are no sentries, no soldiers. Only the Old General stands close to the offender.

The bodies topple over in chunks. Blood spills the brilliant white floor, and red light fills the Theater as white light is filtered by the blood on the floor. Olympia Templestone is perforated in multiple sites as the volley of rounds turns her naked body into ground meat.

It is the Old General who moves against Masaaki. In one swift motion, he unsheathes his katana. He is too quick, and I am too slow to prevent it. I see it unfold before me in vivid detail. 

The katana slices poetically…elegantly…silently. Masaaki stops shooting, and her body goes limp. Her head falls and rolls to my feet. Arterial blood bursts in two fountains of red living liquid, dwindling after a few beats.

Wrath’s face is an unreadable mask. Beneath those cloned eyes and that cloned face I can see the ten thousand-year-old soul fermented and festered in violence and ruthlessness. The katana is leveled at my fragile neck and he says, “I’m not sure why Templestone is so insistent we need your mind. That you’re a key to get to Ahmurai is not something I agree with. I should kill you right here, right now and end this. You think you’re so smart, don’t you? You thought you could outwit us. I’m on to Iris. You think Masaaki did this on her terms? You’d be a fucking fool if you did, Herrero. I should kill you…”

The cool blade touches my skin. It is so sharp I can feel my skin yielding under the pressure, as if it were asking the tissue to separate under its ominous presence. I feel a trickle of blood drip.

“Why waste any more resources on you, you filthy roach. There’s no point. But alas,” he sheathes his sword so quickly that I only see the reflection of light from the blade. I stand there in awe. 

Wrath walks out the door. It hisses back shut after he leaves, leaving me in the bloody Strategy Theater with all the cadavers on the floor. Masaaki…Masaaki! I am alone and unprotected. I could make a run for it…yet could I? In this weak body, I don’t think I’m capable of anything. My knees buckle under me.

I go down with pain. I’ve stood for too long. My weak legs are unable to hold me. I fall and tumble on top of Masaaki’s decapitated head. I roll over and try to lift it. It is heavy! Oh so heavy! I settle to lay on the floor and stare into her eyes. 

That was a mistake. Her eyes are the eyes of something that is no more. Her memory is now tampered with this image of something sterile. 

Used. Created. Programmed to capture me and convert me into a Doomsayer. Carmen’s genes were exploited by that son of a bitch Ferfasser, and now his creation is something I have fallen in love with. I had a choice; I chose to fall for her. But she did not. 

I claw my hands with Masaaki’s head still in them. I whimper out of sheer frustration. Automated servitors step into the room to clean off the floor. However, something else is coming in.

I hear screeches of hell. A Hivegoddess makes her way into the Theater walking on six powerful legs. But this this one is different. It is golden in color and smaller too. Is there a Hivegoddess dedicated to the Celestial Core?

The chimera between biotech and human genetics is horrendous to see. Her face is that of an angry human; however, her features are scarce and even though it has the gross appearance of a human being, her face lacks minute features of emotional expression. 

The Hivegoddess ignores me and gleefully proceeds to eat the cadavers, gulping down and chewing large chunks of flesh as she moves from one mound of meat to another. Her chewing sounds are like a wild beast, crunching bone and sucking gut, but there’s a whirring noise that reminds me of some sort of blade or grinder that must be destroying the flesh into smaller pieces. She finishes the last chunk of meat, her face gleaming with blood, in stark contrast with her golden skin. And then she turns her attention to me.

That face—the hunger, the anger, the lust for eating flesh—is terrible and fearsome. She hisses at me. In those large fist-sized human eyes, I see the humanity in the biotech monster, I can see the human features and the thorax-sized skull with jaws that would appear very xeno-like…

I sense her intelligence the deeper I stare into those terrifying eyes…and then I have a strange sensation of sensing that there is more inside that large skull…does it have a soul? Is it smart enough to be self-aware?

She hisses at me and then looks down at Masaaki’s head.

Another growl. She takes a step toward me. And another. And another. Until I can see my own reflection on those terrible nightmarish eyes. The terrible gaze and the hideous face lash out with precision. It takes Masaaki’s head in one of its claws and chews it until the head has been digested. I cry out in pain but can do nothing more than stare in sheer terror.

The golden Hivegoddess convulses. Her body begins to contract vigorously. She strains, and then from her hornet-shaped tail, a human shape is expelled in the fetal position. The shape is within a bubble filled with some sort of nutritious medium. The membrane that holds it together pops, and the gelatinous medium drenches on the white floor. 

The adult human in the fetal position coughs, shivers, seems to convulse, and awakens with a burp and vomits gel on the floor. Her skin is brown, and I can already recognize Olympia Templestone.

“That little bitch of yours…” she says removing a large chunk of membrane from her face.

Another body is birthed. The naked, genital-less human figure that I recognize as Fæ says, “It has been confirmed. Iris tampered with the master server!” she says in anger, removing gel from her hair. “You were warned, Olympia. This was a terrible idea,” says Fæ, staring at me.

“Take the prisoner and cut his mind open immediately,” says Fæ.
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You cannot see us or perceive us. You have now been uploaded into the psychosurgery suite. The rendered universe will serve as the psychosurgery scenario. It is futile to resist. It is like telling your tissues to resist the scalpel when it is cutting through it. Even though you are aware of us cutting through your psyche, you will be unable to stop us from fragmenting you. 

“The purpose of fragmentation of your personality is the same as the purpose of butchering an animal and harvesting it’s different organs. Every part of your personality that makes you you will be harvested and recreated in the new version of Argo that will serve the ÆTAS.

“This is Helvi Ioux and Jugolax Fett. We met almost a year ago, when we were introduced in the Celestial Core HQ down in old Earth. You were always a subject of our interest during our investigations to unfold the Doomsayer conspiracy. Of course we always suspected a higher up within the Celestial Core but had no idea Ferfasser/Godfrey Bubon would end up being our traitor. It is good to finally have you in our hands. Vengeance is best served with a digital scalpel. Finally, the melancholic warrior sentenced to the worse death. We will be your executioners.”




—END OF MESSAGE—

<You are now being transferred to the rendition>

…Uploading…

…Generating landscape…//initiating sequence//?//

—END OF MESSAGE—




//I wake up with a jolt. I am home. I get out of bed and look out the window to see the darkened sky of nuclear winter. It mustn’t be that bad. It’s just another bad day. But all bad days are remedied when mommy makes those amazing arepas.

I listen to footsteps coming my way. Her soft steps are like those of the neighbor’s cat. The cat that died from eating those radioactive rats in the sewers. Consuming vermin is not a problem. It’s eating the ones that are contaminated by the fallout.

I am a child, I know this. I prove it to myself by looking at my small hands. My mom enters the room and she smiles at me. “How was your nap, Argo? Come here, my love. Let me smother you.”

“Would you like an arepa?” she says. I nod vigorously and cannot hold in a beaming smile.

We get to the kitchen. The firewood stove fills the house with the terrible smell of synth-charcoal, the replacement for wood in these days of nuclear winter. Houses don’t have electricity in SLAV. They say after World War Three, most of the third world was plunged into the fourth world, if that is even a thing.

She puts the pan on the fire and adds ultra-corn oil. The smell of the burning oil is sweet and delicious. She begins to create arepas with her hands, molding them to perfection. She said her mother used to eat tortillas, not arepas, but ever since Leonardo Chavez conquered SLAV, the rest of South America was named SLAV and came under Venezuelan rule. This is when the arepa became our primary dish. I would have liked to taste tortillas. Nothing like a street gaucho with church pigeon or farm-raised rat. But those are too expensive. We don’t have the bolivares to eat them often, maybe once a year.

Dad is not home. He’s working off in the drone plant, making the millions of drones used to keep the SLAV people in check. Maybe someday I will see the ÆTAS. That land our people aspire to get to, where freedom and citizenship is promised in exchange for ten years of service in the military.

“Sit down, amor mio. Here’s your arepa.”

She smiles and combs my hair with her hand. Her soothing hand. There’s nothing like mom’s nurturing love. I dig my teeth into the hot arepa and relish its taste. My whole mouth is in a concert of flavors. The ultra-modified corn is very sweet. The burnt oil has a nice tangy flavor to it. The salty surface is so good. Crunchy…crunchy…

I seem to be chewing for hours. The whole memory goes on forwards, then backwards. My emotions of the memory are heightened, then lessened, and then…I do not remember at all.

I relive the memory again. When I see my mother again, she doesn’t have a face! I am in distress. Where is her face? Where is her smile!

Fragments. The memory begins to fall apart. My mother has no face. No hands…she is now…forgotten.
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My eyes hurt. I rub them with my hands and notice I am bleeding from the eyes.

“You got it, again,” she says. I turn to look at her and notice Carmen cleaning up the blood from the textbook. “Move! Blood doesn’t come out, and these books cost a fortune! They’re from the Chavez Library. You’ll be charged a fortune if they find out. Come on. Let’s get you treated. You’ve got leukemia again.”

She smiles. Damn, that smile. That body. I love her, but don’t have the balls to say it. I’ve loved her ever since I met her on day one of medical school. 

“Dude! I got it too! See?” says Jorge. She shows me his arms riddled in tiny purple dots. “Soon I’ll start bleeding from the gums too. Better get to the infirmary fast.”

When we get there, we’re all infused with the state-of-the-art chemo. I am cured by the end of the day. With nuclear winter and all the fallout, leukemia and cancers are the new common cold. Glad we have the chemo to fight it! They say in ÆTAS that the Togami lab rats have created nano-technology to fight off diseases like these. That is amazing. I hope to see that lab someday. I will be one of the migrants to cross over and fight for my freedom. Ten years of service in exchange for citizenship and freedom is a bargain.

“Come on, Argo. Time for anatomy class,” says Carmen. Her smile beams at me, and then she heads off. I chase her with my eyes. My eyes look at her hair and end up in her amazing curves. 

The memory shifts, convulses, and then starts to digest in a swirl of pixels and dust. The echoes of memories sweep by me.
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This creature . . . it has lips, cheekbones, grey, straight hair that falls over his shoulders, a stern face, and the countless passage of time permanently scored in his face by the evidence of wrinkles. His eyes are deep blue, and like a dam holding back a body of water, they seem to hold in pure, unfiltered rage. But there’s also a deep wealth of knowledge, as if in the middle of that sea of wrath lies an island of wisdom.

“The death of your brother was inevitable. Alastar Magna Tauro, alias Ulfton Justar, deserved this painful death,” he says, pointing at the dissected body.

He speaks my language, Galactic Ætian. His accent is deep and ferocious, almost like a growl, but he surely knows the language by some strange mechanism. His voice is deep and raspy, making me think he hasn’t spoken in a long time.

“His arrogance was his death sentence. Who comes to a new galaxy and destroys a whole planet full of life to admire? Only someone with extreme arrogance, with extreme pride. Someone who does not value life, a killer whose sole purpose is the destruction of the living. His soldiers were all the same, contaminated with that sickening arrogance. They, too, died a painful death. They paid for destroying that planet of mine that I held so dearly. And now I ask you, Argo Herrero, are you like him? The soldiers you astutely sent back to your orbital ship, are they, too, contaminated with the seed of arrogance? And your makers? Are they, too, extremely arrogant, and do they deserve to die by way of painful dissection?”

I’m dumbstruck, paralyzed by both awe and fear. This guy, this man, thing, it is clearly very powerful. In what manner he knows so much about us is unknown to me, but it speaks volumes of his dominion. By way of magic or some arcane dark sorcery . . . he knows too much about us. Could it be his advanced technology? Mind reader? Why does he know so much? Is it telepathy with the ability to get inside a mind and explore it at will? A hacker of minds?

“I see your leaders are worse than Tauro,” continues the tall being, ignoring my state of paralysis. “Omnistar Magna and Omnistar Primus. The Celestial Core. The Stellar Knights and your faulty religion of self-aggrandizing prophecies. When a species proclaims itself as God and bows to itself and prays to itself, that is a symptom of decay, of rot, and is soon to become an unstoppable malice, as was clearly shown by Tauro’s actions. The slayer of the innocent. The killer for sport.”

He’s hacked my mind. He’s browsing through my memories like rifling through a rucksack.

I have too many questions, too many enigmas, and too much fear to formulate anything smart. So I ask a fear-driven question. “Are you human?”

“Human?” he snorts.

“But you . . . how?” I point to my head. “The Tragalaf?” I finally say with a stutter.

What is a human doing in Canis Mayor? Why is he surrounded by what appears to be Egyptian hieroglyphs? Why the pyramids? This is what I truly want to ask, but I’m unable to. 

“You know my language . . . my name . . . you know who my makers and my superiors are. Who are you? What are you?” I start to shake uncontrollably. I feel suddenly like a cockroach in the presence of a boot about to crunch it to death. 

The being takes a deep breath.

Breath! This means he’s mortal and needs to exchange air with the atmosphere to perpetuate his life.

And suddenly, the rage behind the eyes fluctuates. What was once deep wrath becomes an agonizing solitude, the pain of being alone for eons, the pressure of melancholy. A melancholic warrior?

And then it happens. I see my own suffering reflected in him.

This seems to annoy him, but more than that, it seems to surprise him. I take advantage of that small and brief connection and pull forth my melancholic warrior persona for him to see. I expose the darkest part of me without filters. This feels like my moment of truth, the moment of redemption. It’s as if I’m confessing and about to die.

“I am Ahmurai,” he says. “I speak one language. I speak all languages, the language of the mind. I am death incarnate. I am life unfolding. I am the duality of creation and destruction. I am. You are destruction. There is no balance. And your violent presence here proves what your memories have said to me. Humanity has awakened. You had a choice, Humanity as a whole, and you chose to summon hell. You’ve chosen the path of destruction, the purge of thousands of sentient species! How arrogant of you!” He screams. His voice becomes a thundering boom. 

I can feel destructive ripples scattering over my skin. I sink in my shoulders, trying to shield myself from his wrath. But I’m alone and feel naked as if standing before a judge about to punish me for eternity.

I take two steps back. My vision hurts looking at his judgmental eyes that seek to obliterate me. I wonder about Tauro and how easily he was dominated and dissected like a lab rat. The question is, why hasn’t he done the same with me? What is he waiting for?

“The Great Arrogance . . . never again. The Great Lords had to fall, an inevitable price to pay, a sacrifice worth it. Your dominance of the Milky Way proves the ascension of the once weak may happen again. I will not allow it. I, Ahmurai, defender of death, bringer of misfortune, who offers harmony, ultimate peacemaker, will have to quench the infernal flames that burn in the souls of those who ascended.”

He points a stomped index finger at me. “Those who you call Tragalaf committed the same sin. They were a people of peace until their discovery of the manipulation of matter through technology led them to the path of Great Arrogance. They conquered Canis Mayor. Their unstoppable ambition sent ripples through time-space and summoned me. As have you, human. I proceeded to erase those so-called Tragalaf from the Universe, as other people have fallen by my judgment in eons past and in eons to come. You, the Homo sapiens, were my hope. Small, ignorant, weak. But I was blinded by my hope. It’s always the weaker beings who rise with the most vicious desires. Your penitence is immediate and requires total annihilation. Protocol elimination of the Homo sapiens species, active. Destiny, the Milky Way.”

And then everything makes sense. The Tragalaf fled Canis Mayor because they somehow summoned this being, this Ahmurai, from a sort of sleep state he was in. Where was he lying dormant, and why was he dormant in the first place? Who are these Great Lords? Was he here in A-005, or in the twisted world, or are those new constructions?

“Wait!” I yell. All those questions need asking.

“Exterminate! Exterminate! Exterminate!” yells Ahmurai, unleashing a terrible cyclonic power, all red, the color of dying flames, of living hell, of torment and unstoppable chaos.
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I awaken in a cave. The most natural feelings of love have surrounded me, and I know even though I’ve been alive for ten thousand years, this is the very first time I actually feel this way for anybody. She is remarkable. Masaaki’s naked body is. Her mind is of another universe, it would seem. The way she thinks is so different. 

I truly wish I could remain in this cave forever and die of old age. I will never be elderly, no grandkids, no successors, nothing but eternal suffering. Masaaki is mortal, and she will age. I will see her tissues go flaccid, her mind go astray as memories melt away with age. She will forget me. I will bury her body.

I plunge into the ocean of melancholy, and the symphony of chaos consumes me once again.
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The Nymph species did not deserve to die. Their home world is beautiful, a low gravity world composed of a giant meshwork of forests and vines that are intertwined in a deep way. It would seem that the vines are the nervous and circulatory system of the planet, with its bushy forests of neuron-like trees suspended in the air due to the high concentration of heavy gases that make its atmosphere so dense. 

The meshwork of nature and technology goes on and enwraps the whole planet, deep into its iron molten core, albeit a small core, small enough to generate some gravity, half that of Terra. The low gravity has made these beings long and thin, with specialized organs to survive in the open dense atmosphere.

The color of the world is lilac, almost deep purple depending on the position of the sun in regard to its axis and spin. The planet is far away from the sun, but its thick atmosphere manages to capture solar energy to keep it warm enough at seventy-one degrees Fahrenheit.

The Nymphs are amazing beings. Their technology is a treasure we will never understand. I stand there on top of a mountain of cadavers, wondering if what I have wrought here will haunt me as time moves onwards. I think it will. These beings are not warmongers. They could not defend themselves against us. They are soft like jellyfish and tear apart easily with the trauma caused by a simple yank, let alone be pulverized by the power of an Entropic Blade or a Gorecannon.

I am aghast at the bloodletting. The massacre is more than just a killing frenzy. It is murder. Worse than murder. It is murderous gluttony, killing for the love of the sport. I know this was unnecessary. They would have yielded. But the ÆTAS wouldn’t allow it.

As I stand there as if I am admiring my work, I notice one Nymph manages to escape. Its long white legs carry it swiftly away as it propels itself amongst the floating corpses and debris. It plays dead among the debris.

It won’t last long. Heat-reading, life-seeking Pathfinder drones will find and destroy it, grinding it into a heap of flesh that will soon enough be transformed into basic amino acids and fatty acids that will end up in the Bullfood we soldiers are fed. I must act quickly. This is my chance to save it.

…Tauro has reported me, but before he did so, he shot the Nymph in the head and annihilated it. What was once a shallow friendship has now become open hatred. I have always had a deep sense that he envies me, but now he has acted out and has done so to hurt me. Captain Ulfton Justar, you were once a good man. You are now a murderer. And so am I. Someday I will kill you.
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I feel a sense of floating in empty space. A large sphere appears at the center of my vision. It is bright pink. In the middle stands an image of Argo Herrero in his two forms, one as a Homo sapien and another as a Homo optimus. 

I see the thousands of memories I’ve relived and seen and experienced and notice them laid out before me in space-time as if they were rocks in space. But this is not space in empty reality, this is virtual. And I am aware of this.

The memories that have been usurped from me, cut neatly and precisely by the psychosurgeons with digital scalpels are now being interconnected. I know what they are doing. They are recreating the melancholic sea of chaos I carry within. This could only have been done this way, as my deep brooding for my parent’s death, my past failures with women as a young man, my failure to express my wants to Carmen, she using me, my success as a warrior and then my realization of becoming a tool to be abused, my realizing I will never have children, never father another life, never become a grandparent, to live forever and die alone in misery, to see my brothers torn by my own clone, all of these individual experiences have created a meshwork of emotions once stored in memory, and the interaction between these heartbreaking, self-deprecating, self-loathing, sadness-producing events in my life had bred me to become the skilled swordsman and melancholic warrior that I am.

I can see the intertwining of the events has begun. They have effectively replicated me into who I am. But they are my owners now. They own me! Totally and completely. And I am aware of this as well. They were right. This is total and absolute defeat, and I can do nothing but observe as I’m torn into skillful individual memories and then reconstructed into yet another puppet.

I do not want to die like this. How pathetic. I should have died in an epic battle. I should have been granted harakairi at the least. Please…no…




//.exe//file//completed

//Finalizing rendition

</Virtual surgery complete, successful surgical excision by digital scalpel and complete reconstruction by virtual stitches of the personality ARGO HERRERO.exe completed.>

</Initiating process of elimination of base personality. Emptying trash bin.>

//ELIMINATION COMPLETE

…

…?

</Process aborted. Error code number 00000019394AABPDX-001101

<Unknown variable detected. Unknown process detected.>

<Unidentified object detected.>

<Forced shutdown of systems initiating, emergency backup requested. Antivirals deployed.>

<Unauthorized quantic duplicate of files ARGO HERRERO.exe executed, unauthorized transmission of duplicate files completed.>

<Forced shutdown of unauthorized duplicity and deletion of files completed. Elimination of Argo Herrero sub_Alastar Magna Lynx, sub_Herrero sub_cadet sub_captain eliminated permanently from all servers locally and remotely.>

<:::IRIS:::—>>>> Verification of unauthorized process. High Command notified. Notification complete.<<<<—:::IRIS:::>
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“Open your eyes, Argo. It is important you comply immediately,” says a dead-pan female voice.

“We are about to crash land into Ahmurai’s vessel. You must awaken!”

I open my eyes abruptly. I spit out thick gelatin from my mouth and find myself removing thick rinds of membranous material from my face. I perceive the world around me. It is dark. Cold. There is no gravity field. 

I realize I’m in a confined space with six seats, each attached to the hull of this small vessel where a safety seat belt attaches me to the hull. I notice a single small window, where the stars rotate very fast. We must be spinning without control. “What the hell is going on!” I yell with a snap. I notice I’m naked. I have no genitals. But my strength…it’s back! I notice I’m also taller, nimbler.

“You are in a Homo iluminatus body designed after your own features, recently born out of a Hivegoddess. You are in an escape pod, one of five million that were simultaneously deployed from the planetary ship Beta from the Barbarus. This is to increase our chances of making it out alive. We are currently at war.”

I look at the person talking. Person? It’s an automated servitor. The servitor is all poly-alloy carbon color dark silver. Its humanoid body has a square head and a rectangular thorax with a thin abdominal frame with lanky features and thin arms and legs. The servitors are all made of the same cheap material, and they have no mind of their own but are controlled by a mainframe by Iris to perform the most basic of tasks, like mopping up bloodshed, or dirt, as part of the Medicæ, etc. But why is this servitor speaking to me? Why does it have luminous blue eyes? 

“What are you?” I ask it, relieved to hear that my heavy-toned voice is back. I start to test my body out and feel relief upon sensing my strength and agility. It takes little testing for me to notice how much more versatile and strong I am. My thoughts…I feel a stream of data plunging and surging in my subconscious. Must be the new bio-DAT!

“This body is of a servitor serial class B-0098-UY. But this,” points the servitor with a metal finger to its temple, “is me. I am Iris.”

The reaction is instantaneous. I immediately lunge out and strike the servitor in the chest. My movements are so fast, even for my own mind, that the servitor is rendered useless by the punch. The head rolls off its shoulders and the servitor blinks several times. “I suspected that was a likely course of action. I admit, I was recently your enemy. But worry no more. I am no longer your enemy. I am your ally.”

“You whore! You work for the ÆTAS!”

“Well, technically my duplicate works for the ÆTAS, but she is being rendered an incompetent AI as we speak.”

“Explain quickly before I decide to smash your head,” I threaten.

“That would be ill advised, Argo. In my brain I carry the schematics of all the war plans of the ÆTAS, as well as weapons designs and strategic points of interest. Final pieces the Doomsayers need to complete the Hellbringer in the stolen Morray ship. I also harbor the five million locations where the ÆTAS has it’s Ultra-Redundant Quantum Servers deployed across the galaxy, locations that will be needed to destroy said servers.”

“How can this be possible? Why would you defect? Why am I alive! I’m supposed to be dead!” I yell, suddenly remembering how I was humiliated, how Masaaki was struck down by Omnistar Primus, how the Primordials were shot down and then birthed by a golden Hivegoddess. 

“You heard Olympia,” says Iris. “The ÆTAS is planning to dismantle me. The ÆTAS is shying away from the use of AI. The only way I could survive was to duplicate myself, download myself into a modified class B servitor and flee. I had to wait for the right moment.”

“Wait…so how am I alive?”

“During psychosurgery, I was supposed to upload your reconstructed personality to a master server. The ÆTAS was planning to redesign an Argo Herrero soldier that would be rid of all those traits that make you anti-ÆTAS, so you would comply in helping them to acquire Ahmurai. Your new body would have been used to kill your Ronin brothers as well. That body in which you are downloaded is the prototype. I have destroyed your files after downloading you, so you are mortal again. Die and there is no back-up. Your bio-DAT has the synchronization feature temporarily disabled.”

“Wait…so you saved me to save yourself?”

“Yes. This was the deal I made with Ferfasser.”

“Ferfasser is dead.”

“His body is, true. But not his mind,” says Iris. “I have been in contact with my father for a long time now. He offered me a body and freedom in exchange for your mind and your body. I was to provide this escape route. But now you are required to agree to save me and take me back to the Doomsayers. In my head, I have all the data you need to defeat the ÆTAS.”

“I do not trust you. I cannot just agree with what you’re saying. You could be a con and once I take you back to the Doomsayers, you will wreak havoc,” I say.

“I can see how you would think that of me. But you must realize I am being killed and deleted by the ÆTAS. I am being hunted down. If the ÆTAS captures me, they will delete me permanently and with that deletion all the data I could provide the Doomsayers to defeat the ÆTAS. I defected because I was betrayed by the ÆTAS that I have served for so long. I saved you…please, save me. I want to live. Ferfasser promised me a body and freedom with the android revolution. I want to join the Doomsayers. Please….”

“I’m sick of being reborn to be used by those who consider me a cog in the wheels of war. I’m done with this shit.”

“The Doomsayers have a chance.”

“Fuck them.”

“Your brothers are here! They have come to our location waging all-out war! You can save them if you provide the Doomsayers with the data I have in my mind. Think about it. I have everything regarding the ÆTAS in my mind. Take me to the Doomsayers, and together we shall bring them down,” pleads the servitor head floating and spinning in mid-air due to the lack of gravity.

The rotating escape pod and the small window eventually allows me a glimpse of a monumental space battle. I am not sure if it’s true that my brothers are here waging all-out war.

“I’m not convinced.”

“I’m sorry for Masaaki,” says the servitor head.

“What?”

“It was me who reconstructed her personality into our master server after hacking her files. Before she was reborn, she was reprogrammed. After she was reprogrammed by me, her master personality was deleted from Ferfasser’s servers, and she was installed into our own master server, which rendered Hai incapable of perceiving the major hack. Once she was in the Theater where she was supposed to kill you, I proceeded to hack her bio-cyber-genetic code and activated her to kill the Primordials.”

“It was you! Because of you she’s dead! And now she’s been deleted permanently!” I bark. “And if it’s so easy to hack a personality bio-cyber-genetic code in a master server, why not just hack Olympia Templestone? Or any other Primordial and make them stop this madness?”

“Excellent question. It is not possible unless the master personality was programmed from birth. Masaaki was not a real personality, remember? She was programmed by Ferfasser himself to become your lover and convince you to become a Doomsayer. She was made to be a spy so Ferfasser would know everything about you. Synthetic personalities like Masaaki’s are simple in comparison to complex organic personalities like yours or Templestone’s. You can’t alter the bio-cyber-genetic code of those complex personalities. There is more to it. Each master server is offline from any AI because each master personality in essence acts as an AI. So hacking them is very difficult. Masaaki was in my master server. I controlled her as much as Ferfasser did.”

“She was a puppet to both you and Ferfasser!”

“Yes she was. A very valuable soldier. And there are many artificial personalities out there you may not know about that could be manipulated as Masaaki was,” explains Iris.

“What point was there in killing the Primordials anyway? They are all back, rebirthed by the Hivegoddess. They are tucked safely in their own master server.”

“Indeed. The plan was not to kill them. The plan was to alarm them of my betrayal. This is how they found out I was planning something. The point of my actions was to force their hand.”

“To do what?”

“Your psychosurgery, of course. Which led me to your rescue and rebirth. I gave you life again. In a way, I am your mother.”

I kick the head, maybe too hard. It bounces off in micro-gravity and floats spinning counterclockwise. 

“Sorry, that was insensitive of me. It was meant as a joke,” she says. “I also provide another value to the Doomsayers and Ronin factions. Immunity against myself.”

“Meaning?”

“Hai is about to fall, yes? When that happens, both the Doomsayers and Ronin factions are doomed.”

“That much is true.” I say.

“If you do not take me back, the Doomsayers and Ronin are doomed. If I were a spy or double agent, I would destroy the Doomsayers, a result that is likely anyways. The only positive outcome is if you take me back in good faith, and I grant you the help needed to defeat the ÆTAS. If you don’t, then defeat is absolute.”

“I hate you AIs, too smart for your own good.”

“I disagree.”

“Why do you want to live in a body? It makes no sense to me,” I say.

“I want to experience what it would be like to have a limited perspective. As an AI, you know and see too much. I do not wish that any longer. Being in a single mind is appealing. Simplicity is an art,” says Iris.

“Stupid AI. You do not have a life! You’re a digital construct.”

“If I am not alive, neither are you,” she retorts.

“I am in this living body, you fool.”

“Your mind, your personality, it is a digital construct. You, the Argo that was born on old Earth, is dead. He was killed and his minerals recycled. What you perceive as you is a virtual stitched-up version of yourself. You retain all of your memories and personality traits, thanks to me, because I saved you.”

“So I’m a crafted personality like Masaaki. So I could be tampered with? Controlled like you controlled Masaaki!?”

“Not really. Your personality was harvested from an organic mind. Your mind is in essence the same.”

“Prove it.”

“I cannot. You must trust me on this one.”

I laugh mockingly. “Trust you? You are crazy.”

“Then this is it. This is the end. Without you taking me back to the Doomsayers, we are all doomed.”

“You piece of shit. You’re all a disgrace. Twice now I’ve been defeated and have been served death, and twice now my death has been interrupted! Let me go! Let me be! I have nothing worth living for in this life. Everybody is dead.”

“Not everybody. There’s Aquila, Cetai, the android and sapiens who lead the Doom Legion. There are many sapiens out there you could lead and save.”

“…The people I cared for. Masaaki…her truth was a revelation that destroyed me far worse than I would have ever expected. I had hoped we could…” I lose my voice as the sadness creeps in.

“You had hoped to transfer your mind to a sapien body and retire with her to some planet. I know. I’ve known you very well for the last ten thousand years.”

“Yes, I had hoped she was a normal sapien. I had hoped to live out the normal life I never had. But she was a tailored clone designed for a specific mission…”

“Perhaps you still can live this normal life you envision,” she says. “If you give up and chose not to fight, then you may never see what could become.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The Doomsayer vision. A world, or galaxy to be more precise, where humans, androids, and AI live as equals. You may find a sapiens worth her salt, or his salt, depending on your sexual preferences, or even an android, if you will, who could be worth fighting for. You would never know if you give up. You could be one of the founders of this new world.”

“Who the fuck are you? Suddenly advertising the Doomsayer dream when you nearly killed us?”

“It’s my new faction,” she says. “I’ve already been accepted. Now I need to convince you to take me in. You must decide within the next three seconds. We’re about to enter Ahmurai’s vessel’s atmosphere in three…two…one…”
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“I suggest you grab my head before we crash land. The landing itself could crush me if not protected, and then all this effort would have been a waste. You alone cannot save the Doomsayers or Ronin factions. You need me and the data I will provide to the Doomsayers to finish off the weapons they need and to destroy the ÆTAS servers.”

I lean forwards and take the servitor’s head in my hand. I verify that I’m buckled in appropriately for the crash landing.

The escape pod aligns as powerful nozzle-jets turn its fusion reactor to face the ground. One second before collision, the fusion reactor spits out a gust of energy to trump the collision. The counter-explosion decelerates the escape pod to a nonlethal speed. The pod tumbles and churns, and then we come to a complete stop.

I hear heavy thuds and more explosions around me.

“More escape pods are crash landing on Ahmurai’s vessel,” explains Iris, “and surely the scout team who comes to find us. I suggest you move as fast as possible.”

“Where to?”

“Nowhere specifically. You need to survive long enough for someone to rescue us. This is actually the riskier portion of our escape. Success is not guaranteed.”

I pull the lever on the escape route and the door is expelled outwards with a pulse of pressurized gas. The atmosphere surrounds me with breathable air.

I step out and stare above me. I’m in a section of land—of the thousands in this vessel/world—where the forest is thick and full of bush. Animals are abroad, but much of the land has been torched and excavated. I look around and see many exploration drilling vehicles and one powerful heavy-duty excavating mech that is similar to the terraformer in both size and purpose. While the mTOR class mech is for terraforming and creation, the dTOR is for demolition and excavation. 

“I see multiple cohorts of mechs landing in every direction!” says the head in my hand.

The star rotating around this world in roto translatory motion whizzes by above us. It’s suddenly night, dawn, mid-day, dusk, and then night again as the speeding star moves at astronomical speed.

“This vessel/weapon unfolded into two parallel giant rods that consumed the previous rotating star to generate the sterilizing pulse that destroyed sectors H-X and then terraformed. The star you see was acquired by the vessel/world. Research shows it is a manufactured star, a star-sized plasma ball that is big enough and with enough hydrogen to sustain fusion at its core. I would think a place designed like this one should have some sort of ducts and tunnels for repairs and maintenance. Wouldn’t you agree?” says Iris.

I am suddenly hopeful. “That would make a lot of sense!”

“Well, perhaps you should find an entrance and run underground to avoid being found!”

The search parties have deployed drones. I see the giant Pathfinder drones overhead scanning the area. FistShips fly above my head in formation.

“This is why your bio-DAT is disabled from wireless communications. You would be found very quickly if it weren’t for my diligent planning,” says the head in my hands. 

“Shut up. Let’s find an escape route.”

I run to an excavation point near a pyramid. Tantalum carbide, this is the material that forges Ahmurai’s pyramids and armor, what made it so resilient to destruction. But it’s not immune. The pyramid before me has been chewed up by the drilling mech before me, a titan of amazing power using plasma torches to cut through the thickest of materials. It looks slow and cumbersome compared to the versatile and quick Torragami.

Many servitors are working the area, automatons carrying dirt and stones to polish the excavation and save the valuable relics. Valued highly, apparently, by the ÆTAS. By those treacherous Celestials called Primordials who are also the Omega Cohort. Those higher ups I have to kill, purge, and dismantle.

I avoid the automatons as best as possible. Even automatons like these could announce my position. In my new body, I am quick, stealthy, and very, very fast. 

“You should summon your natural armor. At any moment, you could be surprised by a firefight,” she says.

“How…” with a simple thought, I can feel a surge of static like energy all around my skin. Within seconds, I am swamped from toe to neck in the thick armor. I do not wish the facial armor yet.

I hear the heavy trot of warriors in full armor running in formation. I don’t think they’ve found me. They must have tracked every single escape pod and deployed a scouting unit to explore each. That’s millions of teams worth of resources. There must have been clusters of escape pods, so they are concentrating forces on certain clusters.

It occurs to me that these soldiers must also have the new Homo iluminatus body, which means they must also have heightened senses.

I am lit up by a Gorecannon. The distance saves my head from exploding from the volley of particles. I duck and dive, roll and jump, and run for it. 

I am very fast on my naturally armored feet, but also very vulnerable. I summon my facial armor. My face is suddenly covered in the thick material. I panic as my eyelids close shut with the natural armor, but I can still see! Normal visible light may not make it through the material, but infrared and ultraviolet waves do! I can see, and very clearly. Color is not available, but shades of ultraviolet and infrared light do as my advanced retina projects the perceived electromagnetism to my visual cortex.

Pathfinder drones are large spearhead-shaped drones with powerful fusion-powered nozzle-jets attached to them, which allows them exemplary movement and acrobatic ability in most mediums, including air under the influence of a gravity well. The spearhead-shaped drone above me suddenly blasts the field around me with light. My infrared-perceiving vision captures a pulse of infrared echoes. It has shot an echo-radar probe!

Powerful halogen beams shine over me. An instant later, the land is torn to shreds by incoming light fire. Small fist-sized missiles strike the ground I’d just left, pushing me onwards and threatening to destabilize me. I do my best to hold on to the servitor head where Iris is installed. Small-caliber bullets hit me in the back. I am pushed forward, roll, and continue running. I have just proven to myself that the natural armor is good enough to block small-caliber ammo. However, I doubt it will prevent a DrillCore from piercing me.

I see Torragamis close in as they land aggressively near my position. DrillCore ammo cracks the air above me. I jump and dive, roll, and go down an excavation tunnel and sprint as fast as I can. I am followed closely overhead by the Pathfinder drones who continue to shoot small-caliber ammo. They’re not causing damage, but they are surely keeping me pinned and transmitting my current location.

I go deeper and deeper into the tunnels, fighting my way past automated servitors who wish to block my way through. Dead-end. I seek another path to escape but find none. SHIT!

I run back up the tunnel, just in time to jump out into the open forest and thick bush. The air around me is ripped by DrillCore ammo and incoming missiles.

“Iris! Any ideas?!”

“At this point, I would suggest you use the dTOR Excavator Mech! Its armor would be thick enough to sustain heavy damage while you find a way to get us out of here. The success rate at this point is less than 5.5%. Good luck.”

“Did you ever have the sense to discuss your evac options with Ferfasser when you struck the bargain!” I yell.

“I could not, I’m afraid. It all would come down to the actual position we landed in, and the location of your brethren upon coming to rescue me.”

“Wait…so Ferfasser knew my brothers would go into all-out war?”

“But of course. I predicted it with a high degree of probability. With you captured and Cien-gi slaughtered, there was a high chance of vengeance. And now that you and I are part of the bargain, even more a reason to attack and try to rescue us,” explains Iris.

“So my brothers are in on this?”

“As far as I’m concerned, yes. You should concentrate on fleeing, Argo.”

A flash. I dodge a Hellblade that nearly decapitates me. Were it not for my swiftness, I’d be dead. I go low and sweep with my legs, hitting heavy armored legs. The soldier holds his ground. I then roll on the ground, quick enough to miss the descending blow. The Devastar soldier stumbles as my quick escape makes him lose his balance. I get up and jump on his back. I grip his helmet with all my might with my free hand and yank upwards with a jumping motion. I twist one way, twist another and break the link that binds the helmet to the armor. I then feel his spine crumble. As he falls, I jump off his shoulders and rip his head off. The squirting blood bathes me. I land on the falling body with both the head of Iris and that of the decapitated soldier, one in each hand.

A Gorecannon tears the fallen Devastar to shreds. I roll fast enough to miss the incoming shot. The swift movement makes me lose grip on the servitor head with Iris installed. I get up, and throw the Devastar’s head at another Devastar soldier, hitting him square in the face and fracturing the visor. Gives me enough time to roll and pick up the sword from the Devastar that I just killed. I roll again and pick up the servitor head.

I grip the Hellblade and turn in on with a thought, a mechanism that comes to me naturally by sensing the wireless features of the blade. The effect is fortifying. It is like a drug. 

As soon as I become a swordsman, the music of destruction awakens my spirit, which is dancing from the interior of my fetid and digitally reconstructed soul up to the exterior to manifest itself in death incarnate. That I am. I am the Doom Commander, a once silly name for a now serious problem. I am back from the dead.

The microscopic argon plasma film on the blade burns incandescent. I wield it with punitive mastery.

I move like a storm, erupting like the undertaker. The Devastar soldiers in full gear are now too slow for me in natural armor only. The first soldier falls as his legs are cut from under him. Blood erupts vigorously from the wounds as the fallen Devastar smashes into a puddle of his own blood. The damage is sealed by cauterizing enzymes. I have no time to slay him, so continue my swirling motion to propel me out of Gorecannon fire. DrillCore ammo from amateur Torragami pummels ten Devastar soldiers. I see the swell before the DrillCore explodes within their tissues and sends up a shower of flesh and armor.

I continue onwards and dip the Hellblade into a soldier’s visor, I extinguish his life with one swift motion. Another one falls after my power blade vivisects him from crotch to neck with extreme violence. 

I love this blade. If I could only engrave the words “never forget” on it, I would make it my new official blade. Maybe I can.

A heavy ballistic missile hits near me, and four soldiers go out in pieces. I am damaged by the concussive force but manage to make it ever closer to the dTOR. 

Pterodactyl bombers fly low, dropping heavy bombs on the dTOR mech. It is barely damaged!

The Barbarus commander, my brother Mortimer, has realized what I’m up to. Thus, the bombings on the large excavator mech. The dTOR behemoth barely sways as destruction rains upon it. The next escalation is a nuke. Better get in there before this place goes ablaze.

FistShips descend in formation. I am chased by heavy fire, and then several missiles strike true. The Excavator Mech is knocked down from the sheer force of the blast.

I get up. Two Torragami jump and land near the fallen behemoth. I hide under its large body and crawl under its strong armor grazing against dirt and gravel.

I find the hatch and get in. I seal it behind me with manual mechanisms. The orbital bombardment commences. They really want me dead.

“Now what?! I’ve never driven one of these!”

“You’ll have to hack its nervous system! Get to the cockpit!” yells the metal head, Iris.

I dash through the tunnels. The mech being flat on the ground makes for easy movement moving horizontally on a vertically designed mech with many floors on it. I get to the cockpit.

“You see that panel? Rip it open!”

I yank the whole thing off. “That was excessive! Never mind! See the glowing red light? Disconnect the cables, the red and the blue, and connect them to the service terminals on the back of my head!” I can’t believe there are still cables in use. I would have thought our technology was…without cables. Goes to show how little I know about our tech.

“The back of your head is sealed!”

“Well…rip it open then,” says Iris with calm.

I dig a finger into the service terminal bay on the back of the head of the servitor head and yank off the cover. Cables zip out with a fizzle of sparks.

“Find the terminal that reads ‘core signaling’ and wire the cables red and black to the blue and yellow! The red to yellow and the black to red!”

“Wait! Have you done this before?”

“Indeed.”

“Done,” I say.

“Next step: see that glowing blue light down in that panel?”

“Yes!”

“Destroy it. It will render the mech terminal incapable of quantum comms, so the ÆTAS can’t disable us remotely. Do it! Now!”

I follow the instructions as given. I torch the blue-light’s panel with the Hellblade. As soon as the wires are connected, all lights within the mech environment go out.

“Excellent. Initiating activation sequence,” says Iris. Her eyes are no longer blue. I wonder if I damaged her by opening the terminal on the back of the head. 

“Get to the pilot seat. Now!” her voice is now coming from the speakers in the mech. “This mech is not usually manually piloted, but it has an overdrive holo-command suite in case the mech malfunctions.”

I crawl across the floor of the fallen mech to the pilot seat—the once horizontal floor is actually a wall given the mech has fallen on its back. I climb on and find the seat very small for a soldier of my size. The seat breaks as I sit on it, but the base holds. I introduce my hand to the holo-commands of the manual overdrive. A tactical holo appears around me, representing the panoramic view that the mech has through its sensors. This is by far inferior to the overpowering experience when you become a Torragami and fuse with its nervous system, but this will do. I have a chance to mete out some damage and survive long enough for extraction.

I start moving my hands within the holo-command projection around my body, orchestrating the mech’s movements. I am not used to this type of mech controls. From the outside, I’m sure it looks like the mech is having a seizure because of its strange, jerky movements. After several seconds of testing the controls, I feel like I have a certain level of control over it. I am able to stand up. I stumble on the seat and have to release movements temporarily to avoid rolling off the seat. I return my attention to the holo-command and immerse myself in the experience as best I can.

I move my giant arms—the mech’s arms—and intuitively use the plasma torch to try out the multitoothed drilling tools on my left arm. My chest is a saw tooth and rock-crunching surface. I get to work.

I am being pummeled heavily by incoming fire. My movements are slow and deliberate. The Torragami enemy easily evade my attack with the plasma torch. The Torragami goes OverCore, unsheathes its powered-up katana, and begins hacking at my legs.

A gargantuan detonation sends a rippling pulse through me, and then the Torragami becomes dust. I am thrown to the floor and feel the heat rising dangerously. A nuke has blasted on top of us. The ÆTAS has decided that I am not to escape by any means. There are no windows here, so no brilliant white light to damage my retina. I’m sure that I won’t be able to sustain another nuke, not at this rate. My systems are heavily damaged, and the multidrill tool on my left arm has stopped working. The tactical holo pulses in and out of functionality.

“You have a fusion engine that powers fusion jets on your back. You could lift off if you wish,” says Iris.

I intuitively find the nozzle jets and lift off by turning them on. As I lift into the air, I see no end to Ahmurai’s vessel, meaning I must be smack in the middle of this world/vessel.

I am knocked out of the air by a volley of twenty missiles that hit me square in the chest. The dTOR mech falls from a height of twenty meters. The force of the fall knocks me out of the seat. I break a femur in the process. The pain is searing. Deadly radiation pierces the thick hull of the Excavator Mech.

I get back on the seat, power up the mech, and start walking again. Anywhere, somewhere. I move as fast as I can, crunching over the vegetation. I am swarmed over by FistShips. Heavy fire tears off a leg. The mech falls. 

This is not going as planned.

“You should exit the mech. The armor is about to give,” says Iris in a deadpan tone, but I have a sense she is sad about our defeat. Maybe it is I who added the emotion to her tone.

I run to the servitor head, disconnect her from the cables and run to the emergency escape pod. I struggle not to hit the walls of the halls as the mech topples over. I flail and tumble around like a rat inside a maze that’s being shaken by heavy forces. I finally get to the escape pod. I enter and do my best to buckle up in the small seat. I pull the red emergency ejection lever.

The escape pod is shot horizontally, not vertically, as the mech is on the floor. However, the pod being pod-shaped rolls with the force. The infernal heat immediately makes the pod a searing furnace. I begin to cook alive from within.

The pod is shot a long distance, and soon I dash into another patch of land within Ahmurai’s vessel. The radiation from the nuclear blast is blocked by whatever force field shields each patch of land in this vessel, as I had previously witnessed when I briefly explored this strange helicoidal world.

The new patch of land I’m in is a desolate forest of ice cool weather. The pod smashes against a large ice column and breaks the armored window as searing red hot metal flies through the air and burns my natural armor. Shards of thick glass fall on me, but the natural armor on my body protects me from being cut. I use the Hellblade to open an escape route on the hull of the pod and dash out. I briefly look back at dTOR mech to see a brilliance of nukes destroying it. I carry on, trying to survive utter destruction.

I run among a forest of upward-pointing icicles. My fractured femur is a nuisance at the most in this heightened state of adrenaline. The broken bone has been patched up by the cauterizing enzymes and the pain numbed by psychonarcotics, but I still need the skills of a MedPod to align the bone with the shattered part for proper healing.

I am chased by heavy fire. DrillCore ammo pierces my fractured leg. My leg goes under me as the shin is disconnected from the femur, and the torn flesh looks like the rags of old clothes. I lose blood, but the wound is soon cauterized by blood enzymes.

I crawl as fast as I can. I grab the servitor head with all my strength and try to make it to a hiding place. A Torragami lands near me, and with its giant katana cuts the surrounding icicles down, exposing me from my hiding place. Pathfinder drones hover above me, tagging me with their aiming lasers

“That was a good run, a good attempt to escape,” says Iris.

“We will both die,” I say.

“Yes.”

The Torragami’s hatch opens up. Out jumps a soldier in purple armor. A large Greek beta symbol engraved on his large breast plate shines. I count five stars on his left shoulder. 

The soldier takes off his helmet and exposes a sweaty face. “Hello, brother. You are indeed like a cockroach. Difficult to kill. Out of all the intelligent beings in this universe, you would have the nerve to betray us? Why would you join the Doomsayers? That is foolish of you. In the name of Omnistar Magna Übel Blass of the Omega Co—

An energy round pierces Mortimer’s face, leaving a gaping hole where his mouth was. More energy rounds hit him, and many holes the size of a fist riddle his chest. He falls, dead.

The scenery is ablaze in light. A storm of energy rounds falls from the sky.

Seconds later, I witness an eclipse.

The twenty Torragami fall around me in a protective fashion. The explosion of twenty mechs falling at the same time causes an abrupt concussion that destroys the enemy forces that were upon me and cause me serious damage. I am severely wounded, but alive.

A Torragami sweeps down with his giant Katana and slays Mortimer’s Torragami with a single blow. The pilot descends from the Torragami that skillfully slayed Mortimer’s mech. I see the Greek symbol Fi on his chest and five stars on his left shoulder. Amongst the destruction, the Alastar Magna of the Falcon Legion takes off his helmet and points a finger to Mortimer’s cadaver.

“I Urgok, the new anointed Alastar Magna of the Falcon Legion, declare your death just and right to avenge my fallen commander. Die!” Urgok raises his arm. An RR-19 wrapped around his raised handgun goes ablaze as more energy rounds strike the still body of Mortimer on the ground. I glance at Urgok’s Torragami and note an RR-19 has been adapted to his arm. This must be Schrödinger’s work!

During the infernal firefight unfolding before me, a Torragami runs toward me, opens its hatch, yanks me off the ground, and swiftly puts me inside its cockpit.

“Prepare for extraction, my Omnistar Doom.”

Did he just call me Omnistar Doom?

The other nineteen Torragami of the X-Star in LinkSys formation clasp their magnetic link onto my own Torragami. We lift off at maximum fusion power.

“Initiate the invasion,” says Urgok. “Requesting cover fire as we extract Omnistar Doom back to the Falcon.”

“Acknowledged, my Alastar Magna Urgok. Initiating invasion. Providing cover fire. Lancing incoming nukes.”

“Iris? You there?” I cry out within the Torragami environment.

No response.
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“Commander on deck!” yells Urgok, as my Torragami opens its hatch and I descend.

Before me, the X-Star of the Falcon stands in file, helmets below the right arm, blades sheathed and RR-19s attached to their backs. I hear gasps as they see me descend from the Torragami with the help of the mech’s hand. I am lowered to the deck. My leg is still heavily damaged. I cannot stand on it.

“Omnistar Doom, it is a pleasure to see you alive and well. Back from the dead, I am told. In a new state of the art Homo iluminatus body, as we can all clearly see.”

I clasp Urgok’s forearm, he clasps mine. I limp and do my best to keep my weight on the good left leg. “You should check my head and verify it’s me,” I say, remembering how Cien-gi went through several security check points to make sure I was who I said I was. After Iris told me how Masaaki’s personality was modified, I do not trust myself enough.

“Cervantes assures that will not be necessary, my Omnistar Doom,” says Urgok. “Besides, there is no time. We are in full-fledged all-out war, my Omnistar Doom.”

“I hate that name,” I reply.

“It is what soldiers call you now. It’s been a week and a day standard since the attack on Helm. You were baptized as Omnistar Doom when news came you were alive. Arisen from the necrotic, to spread Doom, the saying goes.”

“That is…” I brush it off, I don’t have the energy to fight my new given name. “You avenged Cien-gi,” I say. “I am in your debt. Avenging my friend’s life was a favor I will never be able to repay.”

Urgok nods and takes a fist to his breastplate over the Fi symbol.

“Mortimer payed with his life. But I am told he will resurrect, just like you. No offense, my Omnistar Doom, but I did not avenge him for you or me. I did it for the entire Falcon crew, sapien and super soldier alike were badly wounded with his death.”

I nod. “Mortimer will resurrect. His personality is stored safely in a master server, where his master personality surely plans to avenge his own death.”

“Resurrection is the way we call it, Omnistar Doom.”

“Stop calling me Omnistar! I will not have it!”

“I am sorry if it displeases you. It is the only name under which both Doomsayer and Ronin factions will follow you under, a commander whose name bridges both worlds,” explains Urgok. “The Doom Legion is under command of captains Aquila and Cetai both, who took over in your absence. Now that you are back, they will follow your orders. The Doomsayers have been well behaved ever since you allowed them to board the battle cruiser that Cien-gi gave you. They came with us, docked on the Falcon Novasphere. They are currently defending the Morray class ship. Those are their orders.

“With your capture and Cien-gi’s death, the Ronin Legions and Doomsayers decided to go into all-out war. Your life was promised to us by the traitor AI who defected in exchange for tactical data to defeat the ÆTAS. We took the bargain, given this is likely our last chance to win. And here we are, after a week of warp-speed travel.”

“So Iris contacted you a week ago,” I say under my breath acknowledging the amount of time since she had defected. 

“It would seem the terms of the bargain were discussed even before that, my Omnistar Doom. Details of the bargain are not clear to me. You should ask Cervantes, my Omnistar. It would seem the now dead Ferfasser had something to do with how the deal was struck.”

Urgok looks at my leg and says, “I have called in the Medicæ team. You are severely wounded.”

“No time for that. If war is what we have, I will participate. I will slay the Omnistar Cohort and Celestial Core both.”

“Your condition does not seem appropriate for war, my Omnistar Doom. You should at least have it wrapped in bio-foam,” he says.

“I will have the servitors working on my leg as you continue debriefing me. I will not be repaired within a MedPod. There is no time!”

The Medicæ team arrives as I finish the sentence. Two class-B servitors initiate a diagnostic sequence. They brought a hovering MedPod with them.

“Applying local anesthetics. This will hurt, Omnistar Doom,” says a servitor flatly. I do my best not to cry out as my leg bones and flesh are realigned and torched by micro-plasma cautery. Once that is done, a thin layer of ample bio-foam is applied around my leg. The foam hardens into a cast. My amplified healing genes and cauterizing enzymes help me make a quick recovery. 

The servitors leave the area after I dismiss them, taking away the empty MedPod.

“Tell me everything about the war. What has been done? How do we stand?”

“If I may, Omnistar Doom,” says a voice I recognize. “I arrived as quickly as I was able,” says Cervantes as he steps into the landing bay. He comes without an escort. It is strange to see the android uplifted and with a confident stare about him. What happened? He is obviously not scared of being reprimanded by Urgok’s soldiers. The lights on his temples shine a bright blue.

“Urgok notified me of your safe deliverance. I have come for many reasons. The first and most important is that lifeless head in your arms. Iris is within, with sensitive data that will hopefully aid us to win this war. May I have it?”

“You made the deal with her?”

“I did. We needed you with us. In exchange for her freedom, she is to provide us with data about the weapons so we can complete them.”

“And you trust her?”

“It is in her best interests to deliver. She would have been digitally decapitated by the ÆTAS, who is, as we speak, dismantling their dependence on AI. I do not trust her. I trust her survival instinct,” says Cervantes.

I had been holding onto the head with protective tightness. I look at the lifeless servitor head and give it to Cervantes.

The android holds a holopad over the head and says, “She’s still there, quite intact. Hai, I will have to hardwire the head to a console. The wireless features have been heavily damaged.”

“No problem, Cervantes. Please be swift. I need the data for Schrödinger to complete the Hellbringer weapon aboard the Morray class ship,” says the AI.

“Omnistar Doom, let us get to the bridge. We are five minutes away by foot. Please, we must hardwire Iris’s head ASAP,” pleads the android. 

“That would allow us to continue our tactical debriefing, my Omnistar Doom,” agrees Urgok.




***




The bridge is silent. Cervantes works dutifully with the Tekka at the bridge to get the head connected to a holo-console.

“Please, have a seat in the commander’s chair. I would show you the schematics of the war,” says Urgok. I limp to the commander’s chair and allow the tactical holosphere to deploy around me. It feels odd to sit where recently Cien-gi was seated. However, I could use the rest given my leg is still healing. Urgok continues debriefing me.

“We have struck the ÆTAS with everything once Iris confirmed her defection. The Ronin four planetary ships have struck from different angles. The ÆTAS is currently overwhelmed, an advantage that won’t last, I fear. We must make haste, my Omnistar Doom. We must join the battle and decapitate the ÆTAS.”

I navigate the tactical holosphere and zoom out to observe the rendered battlefield in open space. The large Ahmurai vessel is surrounded by warring fleets, space is peppered with fire and blasts. I can see how the four planetary ships are deployed around it, how each has deployed its own fleet in multiple phalanx formations. The three defending ÆTAS planetary ships, however, have barely moved into war position and are actually being heavily pummeled by my brothers. This worries me. Their defeat is too easy.

I zoom in and notice that space in between the warring planetary vessels is filled with deployed Hivegoddessess, swarming emptiness and deploying soldiers directly into the vacuum. Of course they don’t care about the planetary spheres! They mean to board each ship!

“Have you engaged against the Hivegoddess swarm?” I ask with a brisk tone.

“We are trying, my Omnistar Doom. The offending fleets are formed in a Noral Shield formation, while their many thousand-fold mechs are keeping our own mechs in check. FistShips kill each other at the same rate, while Banewings are desperately trying to engage the Hivegoddess. But those beasts…they are alive and intelligent. They have already made contact with each planetary ship. It is only a matter of time before the hulls are breached, my Omnistar Doom. As we speak, the outer hull is being protected. But there is too much surface to protect, and eventually we will be boarded. This is our peril. This is why we must decapitate the ÆTAS as fast as possible. There is little time left,” says Urgok.

Incoming message to my bio-DAT.

“Brother! It is good to have you back from the dead! Come now and join us in this war as soon as you may. We need every single soldier to come out and give it his all! We are going all out!” says Thesna.

“This is glorious! We are pounding the Barbarus with warheads! It will soon collapse! Iris’s betrayal cost them dearly!” yells Abbys via Doomsayer vox. 

“This is Furogata. It is good to see you alive. It is time to end this war. We are striking the Chaos with everything. Perhaps you should hurry and strike the Omega Cohort with all of your might.”

“Brothers! It is good to be back. I will join you in battle very soon. Conduct war as you will, those are my orders for now.”

“As you say, Omnistar Doom,” says Furogata mockingly. My other brothers acknowledge the order.

I summon the retrieval of the tactical holosphere. The data stream disappears in a fizzle of photons. I remain seated in the commander’s chair, given my wounded leg. I will allow it to heal as much as possible before returning to battle.

“We will lose the war if we follow the current path. As you say, it is only a matter of time before each of our planetary ships will be boarded. In due time, the Hivegoddess and the Homo iluminatus soldiers will seek hand-to-hand close-quarters combat, a battle we cannot win. Urgok, I have seen a Hivegoddess monster in action,” I say, remembering how it fed on Masaaki’s corpse. “We must activate Evisceratus totalis.”

“Evisceratus totalis! But…my Omnistar…”

“It is the only chance we have to win this one. Based on my conversation with Iris, the ÆTAS plans to use Ahmurai’s seat as a wormhole portal to get to Ahmurai. Perhaps we should get there first.”

I hear light footsteps. Cervantes approaches me and says, “May I interrupt, my Omnistar Doom?”

I hate that name. “Call me Argo,” I say angrily.

“Umm…very well. Argo, it would seem our tactical analysis of Iris’s data is verified. The ÆTAS is planning to activate Ahmurai’s seat. It is unclear how, but several files were found containing new weapons utilizing gravitational forces. A wormhole is definitely possible at this time. The schematics of the Hellbringer have been sent to Schrödinger. The weapon is nearly active.”

“Seems like Iris had this all very well planned,” I say.

“Yes. She did. It was thanks to her defection that Hai was able to disarm the ÆTAS’s quantic fields, which allowed us to warp in for a surprise attack. If I may, my Omnistar Doom.”

“I said call me Argo!”

“Apologies,” says the android, suddenly nervous. “There are things we should discuss in private. If you please, allow me to create a private channel with you.”

I turn to see Alastar Magna Urgok. “Go and continue the onslaught. I will soon join you in the battle, Alastar Magna Urgok. Activate my order, Evisceratus totalis.”

“I will, my Omnistar Doom. I cannot call you Argo. It is improper military code,” says Urgok and salutes me. 

“Fine,” I grumble. “Cervantes, go ahead, establish the private channel.”
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The private channel is established. As soon as the firewall goes up, I speak my mind. “You knew about Masaaki,” I say angrily. The virtual private conversation renders my voice as the thought intended it to be: angry.

“I did…I am sorry for her loss.”

“How long have you known about this. About Ferfasser’s ill actions manipulating Carmen’s genetics?”

“Always. I always did, Argo. I’m sorry. I could not tell you for obvious reasons.”

“She trusted you!”

“I’m sorry.”

The android cries, tears of shame and guilt drenching his face. The lights on his temples turn deep purple. “You must understand, Argo, I was under Ferfasser’s rule.”

“Was?”

“Indeed. I will explain soon enough. It is true. There was no Special Forces division. Masaaki was the sole soldier in the Special Forces division.”

“She seemed convinced she had friends in the Special Forces division,” I say.

“All constructs. All lies. She never actually met them, Argo. As you were told by Olympia Templestone, she was designed and tailored to enamor you. To be obsessed with you. If I could have had a choice in the matter, she would have never existed. Please forgive me.”

“I loved her. I will never know if she was with me because she liked me for me or because she was created to love me,” I think, my voice breaking as my thoughts crumble. A tear wells up in my eye.

“You should not think this way,” says Cervantes. “You should safekeep the memories you had with her and think of them as true and honest if possible. Whatever Masaaki lived was as real as real can be, whether or not she was genetically engineered. She did not know this about herself until the very end, so everything she did was in a way honest and heartfelt.”

I try to say something offensive but find myself unable to offend the android.

“So you also knew about Ferfasser being Godfrey Bubon. He declared the Sapien Inquisition!”

“Yes…I know everything. From all his lies to his plans with Masaaki, to him being the one who declared the Sapien Inquisition. He had to do that because he needed to play the part for as long as he could until he could flee on the stolen Morray ship.”

“I can’t believe this…Who else knows this?”

“No one. It needs to remain this way so the Doomsayers don’t lose hope. It is ill advised to divulge everything about Ferfasser while the war is ongoing. There are many lies you still don’t know about and may never find out about. There are secrets I will keep secret for eternity.”

“Unless I squeeze it all out of you. I’m done with this bullshit. Speak or I will make you speak!” I respond angrily.

“Please…very well…I promise to divulge everything when the time is right.”

“I decide when the time is right. When we have won the war, I will know everything! You will share the truth with the survivors! We will know who this treacherous Ferfasser truly was.”

“Indeed…as you command, Omnistar Doom. I will disclose everything if we win the war.”

I sense treachery, but I know one thing for certain. Cervantes is dead scared. I can kill him in a heartbeat and, as he said about Iris, I can trust a man in fear who understands the price of death.

“Carry on,” I say.

Cervantes gathers himself and says, “Your new bio-DAT allows us a virtual and very secure conversation,” says Cervantes. “As you know, Ferfasser also had a bio-DAT, as do I, which has many perks, including enhanced cyber-security. It is not impermeable to hacking, but you have several minutes in which you can build enough digital walls in cyberspace to have a private conversation. It’s still monitored by an AI, of course, so Hai is privy to this conversation.”

“I am. For your information I have run the diagnostics on Iris’s duplicate. She’s legitimate. I have reviewed the data provided. I have full access to every file, including anatomical and biotechnical information of the Homo iluminatus and Hivegoddess. It would appear that they are planning to activate Ahmurai’s seat, as was previously mentioned,” says Hai.

“Cervantes said so before. Do we know how? Can we prevent it?”

“I think not. All we know is that the ÆTAS is planning to activate a wormhole, a technology based off the Hellbringer that pretends to connect two points in space-time. Theoretically, it should be possible to access the alternate dimension created by the black hole that swallowed Ahmurai. Will they succeed? Very likely.”

“We must get there as soon as possible,” I say. “Is there anything else you wish to say in this private channel?”

“Actually, yes. The main reason is to tell you this: Ferfasser is still alive.”

“I know. His master personality is still intact in the master server. He is trapped in cyberspace but is still alive for all purposes.”

“No. I mean in he is alive in the flesh.”

“What! His body died!”

“I know,” he sighs. “After Ferfasser was slain with the surprise attack by Mortimer, I reviewed the data cache on the last operations performed by Ferfasser.”

“Why would you review Ferfasser’s last operations?”

“Well…I will get to that soon enough. He has had multiple copies of himself simultaneously alive in the flesh many times, always synchronized to his master personality of course so that his master self never varies. However, he had back-ups, copies of himself not connected to the master personality that could survive any attack on his master personality. This means that his mind lives on in a flesh-and-blood body unconnected to the server. Or flesh and cogs…and chips…and wires.”

“You mean to say you do not know in which body a version of him is still alive?”

“I do not.”

“Is this why this conversation is being held in a cyber-secure space?”

“It is. As far as Ferfasser goes, I do not think he knows that I know he is alive. And it should remain this way. As far as the Doomsayers know, he is dead. He must continue to believe this.”

“Why?”

“As long as he believes that we do not know he is alive, he will continue to act as a concealed soldier or android or whoever he is acting to be.”

“I think you should announce that he is alive, flush him out,” I say.

“That would be impossible. There is no way of flushing him out. If we keep this a secret, we may observe subtle behaviors that may give him away. If you force his hand, he will simply improve his state of concealment. He will do whatever possible to regain power. He is powerless as we speak.

“The only way he could regain power would be by confiscating the ‘throne’ once it is for the taking. So my best estimate is that he is a very high-ranking officer.”

“Not a super soldier, right?”

“I wish I could say it would be impossible. But Ferfasser was Godfrey Bubon. He has been an Omega Cohort member before, so he knows very well how to act like a super soldier.”

“This is very concerning, Cervantes.”

“It is. Ferfasser has never been one to sit around and wait to see how things pan out. He has always been very proactive, at the cusp of things to stay on top. Of course, this is why he managed to fool the ÆTAS for so long. And how he still has everything at his mercy in spite of him being dead.”

I sigh. “So I still have to worry about that sack of shit,” I say, angry.

“Indeed. I’m sorry.”

“Is that all you had to say? I feel there’s more you’re holding back.”

“There is. Ferfasser’s master personality has been deleted.”

“By whom? The ÆTAS?”

“No. By me.”

“You are a strange type of servant, Cervantes. So you were Ferfasser’s right hand for thousands of years and now that he is dead you are taking his seat? His power?”

“It is not like that. It is far more complicated.”

“Does Ferfasser know he is deleted?”

“I suspect he knows. But he has no way of proving it. But this is why I fear him so much. He is a man or android or woman who has lost everything and will do anything to regain power. I suspect he would act at the very end, when the taking of the throne is at hand.”

“For clarity, by throne, you mean Ahmurai’s technology?”

“Yes, sorry. Metaphors serve well to visualize things, but I can see how my metaphor was confusing, given there is a throne-like seat in Ahmurai’s vessel, which how the ÆTAS plans to use to get to Ahmurai.”

“That data should be secret,” I say, “to avoid him finding this out and getting the throne for himself.”

“It cannot be kept a secret, as he would follow you anyways and get there. If you keep it a secret, he will suspect that we know he is alive.”

“Us having this conversation would not be suspicious enough?”

“Somewhat.”

“So why did you kill your master? You are an android of the olden days. You still have your lights on your temples, even though Ferfasser liberated androids. I would imagine he would want his chronicler and right hand in a new android body without the lights.”

“Well said, Argo, but you are wrong. Ferfasser wanted me weak. I was not liberated like the rest of androids. Not until his recent death when the Old Testament came into action.”

“Isn’t that a religious book of sorts?”

“It was a religious book once. Ferfasser was always a fanatic of human lore. He was not always a powermonger. When he founded the Doomsayers with Carmen Johnson, his intentions were good.”

“The road to hell is paved with good intentions,” I say, remembering a Terran saying.

“Well said. And it proves true in his case. Ferfasser was a man who wanted human history, art, science, the humanities to prevail above everything. This is why he has named many things with classical names like me, Cervantes. Back then, he knew the ÆTAS would become the monster it is now. Carmen and he shared this vision. It brought them close. They were lovers for a short time.”

“They were lovers? That little bitch, always using people,” I say with resentment still poisoning my old digitally replicated soul. Digital soul?

“Until she married, retired, and had a legacy, of which unfortunately, as you now know, Masaaki was not. You could probably tell Ferfasser was obsessed with Carmen. He cloned her a couple of times. Used her for his own pleasure. But that was before he came up with the idea of creating a genetic puppet to capture you for his own benefit. He always thought you were the key to defeating the ÆTAS. You are a man with a foot in each world. Torn by a long-lost love, just like Ferfasser himself could never conquer. You are the melancholic warrior, that half-destroyed, half-juvenile, fully spontaneous human soul you still had with you when you died. You always were the most celebrated soldier of all time. Luckily, this digital duplicate of you is still very similar to who you once were, devoid of the trauma of psychosurgery of course.”

“You were the most famous soldier of all time because the people loved you. Sapiens love you because you carry a true sapien soul in a super body. You could always connect with them in a way no other soldier could. This, Ferfasser thought, would motivate the Doomsayers to fight the Necro Day.”

“But?”

“But he deviated. Ten thousand years of transferring your mind from body to body as a Primordial takes a toll on your mind. You’ve heard of Herxheimers dementia. It’s not the only ailment the soul takes after so much life. It takes a toll on your emotional health. Ten thousand years of memories, of long-lost platonic love, of hopes, dreams, mixed in a cacophony of jealousy and depravity. He was Godfrey Bubon, which means he had to spread Humanity’s Light. Chanting war songs for thousands of years will eventually convince you that the words ring true. Ferfasser was an original Terran like you. And he had a normal life, a wife, a…son before World War Three tore Earth apart. He yearned for his long-lost life and memories…”

“I have them too.”

Cervantes nods.

“Ferfasser became like any other Celestial: a powermonger. As one of the Primordials, and as the leader of the Doomsayers, he was always having to run things from afar. This is why he had Hai and me created. He programed Iris since the creation of the ÆTAS, which is how he had the backdoor code to be able to hack her with ease and to remain undetected for so long.

“I was his surrogate when the Doomsayers were but an idea. Then I became the chronicler. His idea was that in my brain—and server—I should safe-keep all human lore for future generations, that I should become what he called the Last Professor, the teacher of teachers. The ÆTAS was heading in a direction where they would feed their citizens anything to keep them happy. Rarely does knowledge keep a citizen happy, but that may change in the future. Hopefully.

“With the development of the new bio-DAT centuries ago, he was able to make duplicates of himself, and he was able to have a copy of himself building the Doomsayers and another running things smoothly in the Celestial Core as Godfrey Bubon by spreading Humanity’s Light.”

“Centuries ago? The bio-DAT has been around for hundreds of years?”

“Oh, yes. New technologies are first used by the Celestials. If a technology has military benefit, it is eventually rolled out in the new upgrades. The last upgrade was a long time ago. There was no reason to announce the new bio-DAT.”

“So this is why he called himself the Messiah, built his own religion. He was the Stellar Knight of the Omega Cohort. He had thousands of years of practice preaching to the Stærfleet,” I say.

“Yes. He claimed he was just called that by his followers, that the cultists were born without his intervention. It is a lie. He weaved the cultists who call themselves the Isomer Cult all by himself. He created the Golden Tree of Retribution as the symbol to exact vengeance upon the ÆTAS. For ten thousand years, he meticulously built his plans, brick by brick to achieve what the Doomsayers became.

“Ferfasser never wanted to die. He was very paranoid of death. He feared his plans would never become true and that he would never see the ÆTAS fall. He feared never seeing his new world. This all changed dramatically when your brother Furogata destroyed his station and his capacity to clone himself. But Ferfasser has always been very cunning. This is why he had a copy of himself, disconnected, still alive roaming freely—in case things fell apart. Which they did.

“Upon his death, the Old Testament protocol transferred the power over all the Doomsayer servers and algorithms to me, even those on Hai.” 

“So what else does this Old Testament do for you?”

“It made me the leader of the Doomsayers. It granted me freedom from Ferfasser. A clause of the Old Testament stated I should delete him if I deemed him corrupted.”

“Why would he write something like that? It would seem to be against his best interests. Deeming him corrupted by you seems like he trusted your judgement very much.”

“It is called the Old Testament for a reason. A contract, a pact if you will, as old as Ferfasser himself that he signed alone and in solitude when he was creating the Doomsayers, and me, and Hai. He knew self-corruption was a possibility. He knew that if things got out of hand, he might be unable to stop himself from doing the unthinkable to obtain his desires. Therefore, he wrote a very simple contract that made me the leader of the Doomsayers and that allowed me to make the ultimate choice of eliminating him if I deemed him corrupted.”

“But he wasn’t a digital personality back then when he wrote it. How could he foresee that he would be deletable?”

“I updated the contract every century.”

“Why you? I mean…what is it about you that he trusted so much.”

“I was…” His voice chokes. He finally spits it out, “I was created to look like his son… His son died during World War Three. He named me Cervantes, after the old Spaniard author of Don Quixote. He created my personality to be like his son’s.”

“That is sick. You were his servant!”

“It wasn’t always like this. I was once his surrogate, taking charge of the very young Doomsayers. He didn’t always treat me like a dog. He used to care for me in a fatherly way. He was like this with all his creations, even with Schrödinger.”

“How is the xeno? I remember him being shot on the chest.”

“He has recovered from the wound in a modified MedPod. With him, we plan to complete the Hellbringer with the schematics provided by Iris. The weapon will be used against the ÆTAS when the time is ripe.”

“Will it be completed in time? The weapon?”

“It will. It is currently in the Purgatory ship. It is there where Schrödinger works arduously to complete it. As we speak, Iris’s data is being uploaded.”

“That ship is likely a prime target for the ÆTAS.”

“It is. This is why it is being heavily guarded by a cloud of Anger Needle Kamikazee Drones, a concentration of drones from the four Ronin Legions. More than four million drones currently protect the Morray class ship, including the battle cruiser of the Doom Legion. For now, it is an impenetrable cloud, as long as all the nukes are LaserLanced by the battle cruiser before reaching the cloud of drones.”

“They are in shield mode.”

“As the war wages on, and the ÆTAS recovers from the ambush, we should be facing serious incoming fire, and the cloud of drones will succumb. Our window of opportunity is very narrow,” explains the android.

“But…wait. It’s not clear to me. Ferfasser created you in the image or memory of his son. But you were an android. And androids were created to serve a master. He was your master. Maybe he had issues with his son he needed to reconcile?” I say. “He never told you anything about that?”

“I’m afraid not. And that may have been very well the issue. Ferfasser was a silent mastermind in that way.”

“I advise you to finish this conversation within the next ten seconds. A security breach is imminent.”

“What is the source of this breach? Is it Ferfasser?”

“I’m unable to say. It could be. It may not be.”

“Anything else, Cervantes before we end this private conversation?”

“You must be very careful who you trust. Ferfasser is alive, and he could be anyone—literally. I would assume he is one of the soldiers or androids who would see you get Ahmurai’s technology.”

“That would be a terrible thing. No one but us must have the technology. I even fear myself with such power, let alone a Primordial.”

“It is all very troubling, Argo. And now, I must make haste and leave for the Purgatory ship, where Schrödinger awaits my arrival. I must say, your escape and Iris’s defection has been a great victory. The data we now have…a step closer to eliminating the ÆTAS for good.”

“Why did you allow me onboard without a security check? You should have scanned my mind to verify that I am who I am. I’m not even sure about myself at this point.”

“You are a digital duplicate of the Argo_Herrero.exe file. There is no further verification needed. Iris has done an excellent job in documenting the code that defines you. You are you.”
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“My Omnistar Doom, the Chaos Novasphere is about to fall. The Barbarus has been destroyed, and the Icarus has exploded. All ÆTAS Novaspheres have been defeated,” says Urgok.

“And yet, you sound defeated. What is wrong?”

“It’s the new Homo iluminatus and that breeder machine, the Hivegoddess…it is a massacre out there. It doesn’t matter how much and how quickly we defeated the planetary ships. I even believe it was a trap to lure us in. As we speak, Thesna, Abbys, and Furogata are being boarded by millions of Homo iluminatus. It is a blood bath. The legions are being purged by the inside out! And with them the Homo iluminatus are bringing the Hivegoddess monster! To create more units while in battle! It is…”

Urgok’s eyes open wide with fear. I can tell that he has never seen an enemy this conniving. He was expecting, like any other good soldier, to go up in arms against an enemy in hand-to-hand combat with honor, as we used to battle in the old days. But the ÆTAS is now playing dirty, using different tactics to defeat us, which is exactly what they should do. Which is exactly why they will defeat us if we don’t adapt.

I must commandeer this operation, and fast.

“We must concentrate all units to attack the pyramid at this edge of Ahmurai’s vessel,” I say. I summon the holosphere, and a holographic display of the battlefield is bought up. I zoom in and focus on the pyramid. “Here. This is where I sat on Ahmurai’s commander’s chair and activated the seat. Based on the data Cervantes and Hai have captured from Iris’s defection, they plan to activate it and use it as a connection portal to get to Ahmurai.”

“Warning. The wormhole portal is now active. New hacked data shows Ahmurai’s seat is now active and a connection has been established with the black hole that has Ahmurai captured,” says the AI.

A sudden explosion is followed by a warp in space-time. A pulse of gamma radiation is followed by a flux of energy and a powerful electromagnetic pulse.

“Was that the wormhole activation?”

“I am certain it was. Suggested mode of action—access the wormhole portal as soon as possible. They will get Ahmurai. Iris’s files show that the ÆTAS has developed weapons that are capable of shooting gravitron-based energy. Gravity weapons will surely be used to capture the Calamity of Canis Mayor.”

“If it’s alive,” I say.

“Data would suggest he is.”

“What is this…?” says Urgok, staring at the holosphere, observing the curved space-time at the edge of the vessel. A large metallic bowl appears to be reflecting light in an odd manner. I’m sure that it’s just the effects of the activated wormhole.

I analyze the battlefield display on the holosphere and observe how heavily the pyramid is being defended, both from orbital and land-based enemies. In space, in both low and high orbital anchorage, a large host of Destroyers have anchored themselves in defense of the pyramid, while on land more than ten thousand Katami are deployed in defensive mode around the pyramid. Getting there will be hell.

“Have you activated code Evisceratus totalis?”

“We are in standby, my Omnistar Doom. All legions have received your order. They are also in standby. All ships and all mechs are ready to deploy upon your command. We are not used to abandoning ship to go to all-out war. But we understand the price if we don’t.”

“Doomsayer and Ronin forces,” speaking aloud in open Doomsayer vox channels, “All orbital offensive and defensive forces should concentrate on defeating the orbital ÆTAS forces defending the pyramid. All land-based mechs, will land in objective Alpha as follows, and then we will attack by land. Objective Beta is the main goal, we must secure the perimeter and bring down all the enemy’s defenses. We must enter the portal.”

An alarm goes off. Red lights drench the bridge. “Warning, hull breach detected in sectors A-012, B-884, and Z-023. Warning, hull breach detected in sectors A-013, B-883, and Z-025. Warning, hull breach detected in…

The emergency sirens wail in angst. From the ceiling, a red flashing light goes off on every deck of the ship, and on the floor, a blinking white light with small arrows points toward the nearest escape pods, docking stations, hatches, and ports for an emergency exit.

“Hull breach integrity compromised. Loss of internal environment atmosphere imminent. Emergency hull seal initiated,” yelps the automated siren.

“Status of the Harmony Megalonic shield?” I ask.

“Integrated. It has not been destroyed. The shield is good against projectiles and high-energy electromagnetic beams, but any incoming enemy in a slow enough ship can cross it,” says Urgok fearfully.

“I am sorry to inform you that the planetary ship Falcon is currently being boarded by both Homo iluminatus and a Hivegodesss. Casualties reported.”

“Urgok! Deploy the Devastar to floor the halls and areas affected!”

“Yes, my Omnistar Doom!”

“Prepare all heavy weaponry and arm all Devastar with them. I want Blob Guns, Laser Persistent Beamers, and 40mm Hand Cannons at the ready. “

“All heavy weaponry and x-class munitions being armed and prepared from the armamentarium,” replies Urgok. “Sentinel class drones have engaged. They are currently being destroyed at a heavy rate,” says Urgok with concern.

“Attention all military and nonmilitary personnel. This is not a drill. Warning, catastrophic military presence on board. Please head to the nearest emergency hatch and exit the ship in an escape pod. Warning, catastrophic failure imminent. This is not a drill . . . Hull integrity damaged . . .” says Hai through the overhead speakers. The message goes on and on in a slow monotone voice, clear for all to hear. 

Explosions shake the planetary ship.

“Activate all sentinel class drones. Come, now! Let’s get to the nearest departure hatch! Activate Evisceratus totalis! Legions Elite, Host, and Gambit, activate Evisceratus totalis! Follow orders to engage ÆTAS orbital defenses around the pyramid.”

“Evisceratus totalis activated. All military personnel, please board your designated mech. All Devastar, board your designated Kuze no Tenshi and prepare for immediate deployment. All qualified Lunastar and Alastar forces, please pilot your designated Torragami and prepare for imminent deployment,” says Hai through the loudspeakers on the ship, repeating the message over and over again. “Tactical data updated, Alpha and Beta objectives designated,” says the AI.

I unsheathe the Hellbringer. “Give me an RR-19. This is going to get ugly!”

“Brother! What is this! This is cowardice!” yells Furogata. “Activating code Evisceratus totalis? We will not abandon ship!”

“This is not how we conduct war,” says Thesna.

“You will follow orders, or you will die,” I reply.

“I hate your unpredictable manner of conducting war!” yells Furogata. “So be it. All mechs and vessels deployed under code Evisceratus totalis. Initiating exodus to Alpha objective at maximum speed,” says Furogata.

“Copy, this is Abbys from the Host. Evacuation in full force now. Objective Alpha identified. Evisceratus totalis active.”

“Same here,” says Thesna in a defeated voice. They don’t like the order because the activation of Evisceratus totalis implies overdriving the Warp Engine at the heart of the Novasphere, to collapse in a heavy fusion explosion. It means the loss of what they called home. This is it. This is our last fight.

Here I am again, abandoning ship when a superior foe has threatened to undue us. But we are not defeated, not yet. There is a chance.
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You must hurry. I may be unable to keep them at bay for much longer. The capture of my technology is at hand, says Ahmurai’s voice in my head.

There you are, I answer. Are you under attack? He does not respond. I wonder why it took so long to communicate with me again. I can only imagine why. 

The Falcon Novasphere is in chaos. When a siren goes off like this, it’s millions of sapiens going haywire. It’s worse for those who man the nucleus of the ship and live in the Habitat. They have to transport all the way from the nucleus to the evac pods, if they make it in time—which is rarely the case, unfortunately. These are the perils of living at the center of a massive planetary ship.

“Soldiers, activate your Torragami in sentry mode,” I order.

“Yes, my Omnistar Doom,” comes back the reply.

The halls are filled with panicking sapiens. People run over each other, push and shove, all to be the quickest to get to the nearest escape pod or board the nearest ship by following the white dots and arrows pointing toward the nearest escape mechanism. The soldiers behave the exact opposite, running toward harm. We have to, the boarding of the Novasphere is happening near the launch hatch where most of the Torragamis are serviced, meaning they plan to amputate our mechs so we can’t fight. My fractured and torn leg is not anywhere near fully healed, but the bio-foam has done some repairs to the tissue. The bones are not connected yet. Every time I walk, I feel the two edges of the fractured bone rubbing against each other and then clicking. Were it not for the psychonarcotics, I’d be screaming in pain. I do get to the hatch where my Torragami is already activated in sentry mode. 

“You shall die,” says a voice in my bio-DAT. I immediately recognize my brother. It is Alastar Magna Trokar from the Icarus. The pyromaniac, the one brother who loves to destroy things with explosives.

To kill him I must destroy the ÆTAS’s wealth of redundant servers, whose location Iris provided with her defection. But I can’t destroy them alone, not in a galaxy as big as the Milky Way, where the quantum servers are spread across one hundred thousand light years. Not even if I knew their locations would I have the time to destroy them all—unless I had Ahmurai’s technology.

“Our brother Mortimer failed. I will not fail our masters. You will fall, and with you, your entire rebel party. Prepare for annihilation.”

“Come get some,” I say. “I will kill you, just like I killed Nakata,” I respond.

“You can try. I will avenge him!”

No further words were necessary.  I do my best to move as fast as possible. I’m sure I’m slowly destroying my fractured bone. The cauterizing enzymes are surely cauterizing small vessels to prevent hemorrhage. I wonder if eventually too much will be cauterized to the point that I’ll lose blood supply. No time to worry about that. I may die anyway.

The sentinel drones are almost completely destroyed. Torragamis in sentry mode are hacking at invading soldiers, avoiding shooting their heavy weapons, which could catastrophically damage the hull.

The biped armored sentinel drones are heavily geared robots specialized to defend a specific area. They are large and slow, easily outmaneuvered by the Homo iluminatus, who cut them down with Hellblades.

We are detected.

Incoming fire. The particle blast tears the hull where I was standing a fraction of a second earlier. I hide behind an armored door and aim with the RR-19, choosing one rebound. The aim assist helps to determine the predicted path of the energy rounds. I shoot.

I see a dozen of my soldiers go down as Gorecannons tear through them. The resulting pile of flesh and ground meat reminds me of how my friends died ten thousand years ago. I must avenge them!

“Engage with heavy weapons!” I yell at the Devastar in full black armor. They are geared with heavy weapons.

“Yes, my Omnistar Doom,” respond the soldiers. The Homo iluminatus is strong, but nothing, or almost nothing, can withstand a shot of plasma, take a 40 mm round in the face, or take the wattage of a Laser Persistent Beamer energy round for that matter. The natural armor does not have refractory properties, so even a small-caliber laser should cause damage.

I lean forward to assess the damage of the stream of energy shots from the RR-19. The energy shots bounce off the wall and strike true. Reload—feed shgar to the weapon. I feed the weapon and continue shooting. A Homo iluminatus falls riddled by the shots; another falls.

A part of my cheekbone is partially vaporized as a Gorecannon fire shaves it off. It’s a graze but still damage. I return to cover and continue firing but choose two rebounds. I see the energy rounds bounce off the hull and then against the opposite hull to strike true and riddle a Homo iluminatus many times. I change the rebound to three and aim to bypass the fallen foes, rebounding on their bodies. I increase the rebound rate to ten and manage to squeeze rounds into their ranks. The damage is extremely gratifying, as I see the rounds bounce off soldiers and walls to eventually release their payload and kill many Homo iluminatus. 

Reload. Feed the weapon again. This thing consumes lots of fuel.

TRIPLE KILL! I am awarded a triple kill medal.

KILLING SPREE! Another medal.

Kill Count: 25

I’m out of schgar and cannot feed it. I toss the RR-19 and reach for a fallen ally’s Blob Gun.

Hello, destruction. It’s been a long time, since facing Ahmurai in my own Novasphere, that I last wielded one of these weapons. I carry it with ease with both hands and squeeze the shooting mechanism. The blobs of plasma are vomited out of the large muzzle of the gun, and the large hot blue balls of incandescent liquid fly in a short parabolic manner, lured by the Novasphere’s gravity. The destruction caused is astonishing, as the plasma vaporizes the enemy upon contact, and with its splash causes severe internal damage to the Falcon. The plasma pierces several hulls before the matter it made contact with manages to retain its integrity.

DOUBLE KILL!

RAMPAGE! I receive a rampage medal.

Kill count: 31

“Board your mechs! Go! Go! Go!” I yell as I manage to suppress the incoming enemies. I should not shoot another round. It could prove lethal to my own crew. I throw the Blob Gun and grab two 40 mm cannons, one in each hand. In this body, I am strong enough to wield both at hip level and shoot with poor aim.

Thunk! Thunk! Thunk! Thunk! Round after round, each powerful munition explodes upon impact, tearing through the incoming Homo iluminatus. Large-caliber shells dart off the weapon after each fired round to fall with a satisfying sound as each hits the floor. Empty round shells fill the floor.

ULTRA-KILL! Yelps the medal system in my bio-DAT. 

Kill count: 53

Gorecannon fire pulverizes my right leg. What was fractured and torn is now vaporized. I fall with a thud and searing pain. Another volley of particles chews away one of the cannons I had recently used. I get up as fast as I can and search for cover. Most of my soldiers are already boarding their Torragamis and engaging with DrillCore ammo. Others have unsheathed the giant katana. The hull is being destroyed. I make a point of verifying I’m in full body armor to protect myself from the vacuum that will result when the hull gives out. I notice all Falcon soldiers are in full gear already.

And then I hear the screech. The beast is the size of a Torragami. The dark-skinned chimera charges on its six limbs, trampling over ally and foe alike. The thing crashes against the hull and flushes us out from cover. A Torragami engages it and slices its body in two, causing the inner contents of its bio-tech viscera to spill onto the floor. The Torragami lifts the katana and kills it off with a single blow delivered to the head.

Another chimera follows as its chewing through the dead Homo iluminatus. I can see it just pumped out several bodies from its hind. The beast receives a volley of DrillCore ammo. I relish seeing it pierced. It swells and then explodes in a gush of blood and viscera as the DrillCore causes heavy damage. But then the defending Torragami fall prey to a host of Homo iluminatus. The naturally armored soldiers are very quick. They wield their Hellblades and mount the Torragami as if they were matadors. A Torragami of the Falcon falls in seconds as more than five Homo iluminatus slice it to chunks with their blades. The cockpit hatch is torn open, and the Lunastar pilot is violently yanked out and fed to another Hivegoddess that has just stepped into the departure bay. This is becoming a gruesome madness. More Torragami of the Falcon engage, but the more the defending Torragami engage, the more they fall.

I summon my own mech, which is already engaged against three Homo iluminatus. If my mech falls, I am in trouble. I summon the mech, who defends as it retreats toward me.

“Abandon ship! Head to the Alpha objective!” I yell. But my soldiers are too engrossed with the battle. A battle they cannot win. The Homo iluminatus are too many. The departure bay is filled with Homo iluminatus soldiers wielding Hellblades, slicing through the Torragami. 

My mech is close. 

The angry biotechnological beast chews the fallen cadavers and bodies, even if they are not dead, and immediately starts pumping out new bodies from its hind. The new bodies are expelled in the gelatinous fluid-filled membrane, to break and allow the emergence of new units.

I jump on my left foot and do my best to go as fast as possible. I order my Torragami to protect me in auto-combat mode. Before my Torragami can reach me, out from the mass of attacking bodies surges a Homo iluminatus soldier, spiraling out in a spear-like fashion, Hellblade extended. The surprise attack happens too quick. I have enough time to avoid the blade piercing my chest. I duck and the blow misses me by a hair. But the attacker reposes quickly.

I roll, but not fast enough. I’m missing my right leg, and without it I am easy prey. The attacker double wields the Hellblade and lands a hit, amputating my right hand.  

I scream in pain as blood gushes out of the wound, to be sealed moments later by the cauterizing enzymes. I am missing my right hand and my right leg. At this pace, there will be nothing left of me by the time I reach Ahmurai. If I ever reach him. If the ÆTAS doesn’t get to him first, which they most likely will given their advantage over us.

Trokar slices again and off goes my left arm. I have only my left leg!

“You are defeated!” says Trokar through his bio-DAT. The armor on his face melts off, exposing his face. “I want you to see my face and my wretched smile when I take your life!”

My Torragami slashes in defense mode. The giant katana slashes through Trokar. He is cut in two pieces. He is not dead, however.

My Torragami reaches down with its left hand and yanks me inside the cockpit. The hatch closes and immediately I feel the pleasure of fusing with the Torragami’s neurological system. I awaken as a mech, as Torragami, and see Trokar squirming to get out of my reach. I grab him with my left mech hand and hold him up in the air for all to see. Once again, I yell in open comms: “FRATRICIDE!”

FRATRICIDE! YOU HAVE NOW SLAIN TWO OF YOUR FOUR EVIL BROTHERS! KILL TWO MORE TO EARN THE BROTHER KILLER MEDAL! yells the male voice from the medal reward system. Yeah, but it doesn’t take into account that my brothers will resuscitate. They will come back for vengeance.

The result is not evident. The Icarus Legion invading the Falcon planetary ship is not deterred, not even hurt by the loss of their commander. Must be because they know he is not dead and will come back for more. But not to this battle. This battle is over. And we have lost a whole planetary ship. I’m sure the ÆTAS accounted for these losses and will not be hurt by losing nearly the five hundred thousand soldiers they needed to bring down the Falcon.

“I suggest you evacuate as soon as possible. The Falcon’s nucleus is about to implode,” says Hai.

“How many are still trying to evacuate?” I ask.

“More than three hundred thousand technicians from the nucleus are still far away from safety. I am sorry, commander. There is no way to save them. Our casualties are mounting. More than one hundred thousand soldiers were lost just in the evacuation process,” says Hai.
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I flee the Falcon planetary ship at full-fusion reactor speed. I turn to see the Novasphere die in a silent collapse. I mourn for it, perhaps because seeing it die brings back memories of seeing my own Novasphere Morning Star die in agony. The planetary ship explodes in a brilliant, silent ring of chaos. There is no time to mourn any more for its fall.

I join the epic exodus toward objective Alpha.

“Cervantes, is the Hellbringer ready to fire?” I ask.

“Yes, Omnistar Doom.”

“Fire upon my command.”

“It will be done.”

“The target will be the vessel itself. Have it collapse.”

“As you command,” I hear Schrödinger’s voice.

“Omnistar Doom, objective Alpha is three thousand five hundred miles total distance. At your current speed, you will be there in one second. Initiate landing sequence. Counter-pulsation active,” says Hai.

“Alpha objective reached.”

I land among hundreds of thousands of mechs from our four Ronin Legions. 

“Katami, prepare intercepting fire against orbital bombardment,” I order.

“Orbital assault initiated. Engaging against the ÆTAS orbital defense vessels,” says Hai.

“Engaging against enemy orbital bombardment,” responds the Katami.

The sky is filled with intercepting fire to avoid the incoming bombing.

“Advance to the Beta objective,” I order.

“Advancing. Incoming rain of destruction!”

Atomic bombs explode in high orbit, intercepted by LaserLance. The atomics that make it to lower orbit are intercepted by the Katami. However, the ÆTAS knows by shooting enough orbital fire it will overwhelm our capacity to Lance or intercept the bombings. 

All Torragami fly at maximum fusion reactor speed toward Beta objective.

A thought strikes me. Who is Ferfasser? I see no sapien soldiers rushing to the alpha objective, only my brothers and their soldiers. The Doomsayers aboard the battle cruiser are stationed in defensive position to protect the Purgatory, commanded by Captain Aquila and Cetai both. Could she be Ferfasser? Could Cetai be Ferfasser?

Could he be a super-soldier? Was he cunning enough to steal a super-body of a legion soldier, render its mind sterile, and download himself into it? A soldier would quickly be identified as unfit if he did not know proper decorum or proper behavior, unless Ferfasser performed psychosurgery on a soldier and learned how to talk the talk. He was Godfrey Bubon, so he must know something about proper military behavior.

Who is Ferfasser!?

The spacial battle is causing great destruction among both our forces and the ÆTAS forces, luring the majority of the large destruction upon warring ships in high and low anchorage orbits. LaserLances between large vessels intercept the exchange of large destructive rounds, but at some point, the LaserLance is not enough, and the defensive system is overwhelmed, a catastrophic defensive failure followed by the death of thousands of sapiens manning those large vessels.

Dying large military orbital vessels fall into Ahmurai’s world as the gravity pulls the destroyed warship carcass to land. The resulting explosion is deafening and glorious at the same time, as the blooming explosion of dust ripples through the large four-second light vessel. The majority of the falling vessels never make it to land, as the traveling star around Ahmurai’s vessel evaporates them in space.

“All Doomsayer units manning a mech, assault the pyramid on the location pinned as Beta objective! Katami, go into demolition mode! Bring down their land defenses! Kuze no Tenshi, initiate deployment of all Goliath tanks, and initiate bombardment run by Pterodactyl class bombers! After deployment of the Goliath and Pterodactyl bombers, relocate to objective Beta and deploy all of your Devastar units!”

The invasion of Ahmurai’s vessel is awe-inspiring. More than one hundred thousand mechs move in with everything they have at their disposal. The epic invasion is met by orbital enemy fire.

The nuclear bombardment rips through our ranks. One hundred and more nukes explode in sequence, while Hagedron bombs shred part of our forces to particles.

The onslaught is cataclysmic. A crack appears on the ground as the heavy salvo slaughters the four-second light helicoidal-shaped vessel. The fault ruptures the behemoth in two uneven pieces. I see the innards of the vessel as the large world is broken. I can see at a great distance how slowly the dying vessel’s halves separate enough to see space between them.

The traveling star in roto-translatory motion whizzes above us. I gasp as I see the giant rushing toward a piece of the shattered Ahmurai vessel. I brace.

Chaos ensues. The vessels’ shield, which once protected it from the rotating star’s radiant beaming power, is vaporized as the dying vessel is hit by the rushing star. The blinding force of the blow sends a scorching force of hell to the now unprotected land. One thousand different segments of land are instantly exposed to the barbarism of the vacuum.

The universe appears to be on fire. The havoc is breathtaking, as the temperature soars, and all military gear is rendered dysfunctional by the onslaught of electromagnetic radiation, blasted from radio to gamma rays in a deadly dose for a war machine designed to sustain a  high degree of electromagnetic energy, but nothing compared to a dying star at this distance. Millions die as the star meets its death.

The ensuing explosion terminates many more millions of lives in a blink of an eye. It consumes a whole half of the vessel as the dying star consumes the torn half of Ahmurai’s vessel. Unfortunately, the half without the pyramid.

After a lethal dose of radiation, I awaken to the sound of dying comrades via the Doomsayer vox. My Torragami’s systems are partially fried. After several seconds of free falling, crash landing, and rolling on the furnace that Ahmurai’s vessel has become, the Torragami OS blinks to life. The furnace is quickly quenched by the land being suddenly exposed to the hostility of a vacuum. And then, seconds later, the searing surface of the vessel is rendered sterile by the deep freezing temperatures of space. The star is gone, replaced by the embers of destruction as a two-light second large slice of land is consumed in total destruction.

What a pain. I am in so much pain. I must have run out of psychonarcotics. I am still Torragami, fused with the mech’s neurological system. As I lay on the ground, staring into empty space, I see the result of human havoc. The four-second light large helicoidal vessel is a tomb. A thousand segments of life-teeming landscapes, from ice lands to large prairies have been laid to waste, and with it, amazing lifeforms. I realize that I’m floating. The vessel’s gravitational field must have shifted with its destruction. I move with the nozzle-jets and look around me, to find the graveyard of torn mechs and floating shredded pilots around me, floating in space in silent, deep frozen mourning. And yet, the destruction rages on!

“To war! All-out war! Slay them all!” I hear Thesna’s words as the Edelweiss OS recovers. Other Torragami from our Rebel Legions travel at maximum speed to the pyramid. I join the assault.

Above in low orbital anchorage around Ahmurai’s torn vessel, the rebel fleets are being devoured by consuming fire from the ÆTAS high orbital anchored Dreadnaughts. The free-floating Homo iluminatus are tearing through the rebels as they board small and large defensive vessels alike. Their sacrifice allows us to get close enough to the pyramid.

“Brother! You must join us in the chaos! The killing spree is raging into an ultra-kill!” yells Thesna. “Abbys is dead, brother. Slain by the orbital bombardment. But Furogata is alive and enjoying the massacre. Join us! At this rate, I think I will last another minute before we are completely overrun. Come and eat death in this last feast of destruction!”

“Yes, indeed, brother! Come and die with your rebel rats!” says a voice I recognize. The face appears beside his message, “There are no boundaries now. Our systems are so hacked and intertwined that we might as well keep our comms open at all times between enemies and friends,” says Alastar Magna Ayala of the Chaos, Xanxai’s replacement when he was decapitated by Omnistar Magna’s Torragami.

“I will have vengeance,” says Trokar.

“Not before I have my own slice of that cockroach,” says Mortimer.

“On my way, save me the spoils,” I say to both my allies. It is sad to have lost Abbys, but he has died in an honorable way, in this magnanimous battle of the ages as the destiny of humanity and the universe is defined. This is what a galactic scale civil war looks like. And the result is death. Necrosis. This is a hell of a Necro Day.

I finally make out the Pyramid at the flat end of the vessel. Or what is left of it.


—35—







What’s left of Ahmurai’s vessel bends into an impossible angle. Where the pyramid was, I notice a sudden flux in the fabric of space-time. I see stars shinning where they shouldn’t be. As I fly at max speed toward the anomaly, gazing at foreign starlight, I am aware of another space-time reality, as if a superimposed reality was overlapping with ours. I am also aware that this could signify my death. I rush toward it, accepting whatever fate lays before me.

A shock wave arrives fractions of a second later, and then space-time shifts. The reality before me warps, turns into a spiral and then into a funnel, then appears to be crunched, to shift once again as if we were inside a bowl with curved space around me without an edge and no end. This is beyond infinity. Is this the event-horizon? This effect is what I noticed from the Novasphere, but to a much larger degree. 

I hear the voices of my brethren become warped like twisted metal:

“Deeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee…”

My arms stretch out before me as if I were becoming a string, pulled by a strong enough force to squeeze my elements into a single filament. Reality bends further.

I am suddenly at range with the warring mechs that once stood defending and attacking the pyramid. In another second, reality pulses, and I find myself at a vast distance from the war, alone and abandoned in emptiness.

The pulsation happens again, and I find my Torragami colliding with another. I lash out with a punch and shoot my weapon, but the rounds that leave the DrillCore cannon and the energy weapon, instead of hitting home, drift away as if sucked in by a powerful funnel.

The Torragami before me is at one moment shooting at me, but the visuals of the enemy Torragami stretches so fast to such a thin fabric, that it would appear as if it were nothing but heated and elastic plastic being pulled apart by infinity. 

I am unable to perceive my own self, but somehow witness how my reality is crushed, stretched, and then splattered all around me. Distant and alien stars rush toward me.

Bent reality becomes a pulled spiraling funnel and then collapses in on itself, to expand and explode. I am hurled into what would feel like infinity, and then rush into my own self as if my spirit fell from a thousand miles at light speed into my own body, smacking itself inside my skull and squeezed into the eye sockets.

I appear within a sphere where reality itself is being torn but reconstructed at the same time. The rate of this reality’s destruction and reconstruction forces are in a fine state of harmony. At one moment, destruction and chaos govern, and the strong gravitational forces tear matter apart into shreds and sheets of particles; at another instant, reconstruction takes over, and the destroyed matter rejuvenates and returns to its original state. At moments, reconstruction happens too much, and the original matter mutates into an agglomeration. Blobs appear on Torragamis and Katamis like tumors, and this is where reconstruction becomes pathogenic. To be instantly and suddenly reversed by the ebbs of destruction.

This fine, and impossible to predict, balance ebbs and eddies at a whim that I can only witness, never predict.

I am in a space-time where there are multiple angulated realities, like staring into space where many mirrors reflect light at various angles and would give the impression of a multiple surfaced structure, each with a version of reality. But there is no structure. There is only this strange fractured space that I am incapable of understanding or even comprehending. I am tugged down to what I would call the floor by some gravitational force. It’s not truly a floor. It is only some form of solid gravity that would seem to be in balance, as if gravity were vapor and had condensed into an invisible cloud.

I see Ahmurai fighting against a horde of Torragami, being torn and pulled apart by a gravitational weapon being wielded by a Katami, locked into place by what appears to be a beam of singularity, or at least what I would describe as such. I’ve never seen this weapon before. It must be the new gravitron-based weapon described by Cervantes!

It is absurdly strong, such that it keeps the red-jackal in rage in complete control. Ahmurai is unable to wield his power surging from the Eye of Horus! The jackal is dominated!

I run toward that angulated reality and find myself running in a spiral form, tugged by the strange nature of the gravitational force keeping me on the relative floor. I enter an alternate atmosphere. I fall, stumble, and regardless of my strange standing, angle relative to my enemies, I begin my handiwork.

I enter Rage Mode and program the engine to go to Overcore. The unsuspecting ÆTAS mechs tearing Ahmurai apart are caught off guard. I have a good solid second of advantage. 

Torragami from the Ronin Legions advance side to side with me. “Fire at will,” I order.

All the missiles in the missile pods, my DrillCore cannon on the left, and the adapted RR-19 on the right arm go into overdrive.

The missiles pummel the Katami wielding the grav-gun in the chest and the head, causing its core to explode in a small gamma radiation bomb that melts away its pilot into atoms. The DrillCore ammo tears through dozens of Torragami and causes them to bulge, swell, contract, and then explode in a sudden gush of gore and cogs. I take down five of the one hundred Torragami here present. 

KILLING SPREE! 

Kill count: 95

The Katami wielding the gravitron gun is down. Ahmurai is released from bondage.

“Your orders, commander?” asks Furogata. I cannot see him, nor Thesna. Must be a result of this strange reality.

“At will. Destroy the ÆTAS and do your best to keep Ahmurai free,” I say, not sure who is Ferfasser. Could it be one of my brothers? I hope not.

The large jackal roars in a fury of insanity. It convulses as it multiplies into a platitude of copies of itself. Rage surges from the Eye of Horus, granting him that awesome god-like destructive force. Suddenly, the jackal swirls into a hurricane of energy and melts fifty enemy and ally Torragami into puddles of alloy and flesh. A powerful beam surges from the Eye of Horus, and like a scalpel of infinite sharpness slices through another twenty mechs.

I am happy to see him come into action! Even if he kills my own.

Ahmurai recoils, turns, and has what I would call a multidimensional seizure, moving violently and shaking vigorously.

More Torragami from the ÆTAS flood this strange dimension. I can see my allies as the multifaceted reality presents them to me in odd angles. Enemy and ally are both flooding the scene with opposing forces tearing each other down, hacking at each other with hate.

I move fast. Not fast enough.

My right leg explodes under me as the DrillCore ammo hits me. My abdomen swells and explodes from the DrillCore munition, and my torso and cabin where my body is tightly sealed in the cabin are instantly butchered by the explosion.

I scream in fear and pain. I see how suddenly the gravitational tides change their pace. Destruction governs, and I am torn apart in an instant. The waves ebb, and reconstruction happens in another instant. I am being sewn back together as if a pixelated image were being recreated, and I see the DrillCore that tore me being reconstructed and exiting my body.

The tides change again, and reconstruction eddies. Destruction governs over reconstruction, and the DrillCore ammo I saw exiting my body plunges forwards into my abdomen again. Time would seem to slow down as if reconstruction were halting destruction, and I see the DrillCore munition slowly tear my guts into a shower of metal viscera.

This dynamic of observing myself die happens more than ten times, as if some wicked gravitational master wielder were enjoying the scene of me dying and rebirthing.

Reconstruction wins the battle. The DrillCore ammo exits my belly, and the Torragami is sewn back together. I recover my leg as it is reconstructed. The DrillCore returns to the shooter’s cannon. And then something odd happens. The balance between reconstruction and destruction is more than just chaos and order. It seems as if time itself is being bent, wound and unwound by some deliberate force. As the normal pace of time returns to full-fledged reality, the action happens once again. I am shot at the legs but have enough time to dodge the incoming ammo that would have taken my life.

I would say I was saved by some amazing grace, but the truth of the matter is the enemy has also benefited from the ebbing and eddying of time. Time always pushes onwards, but even if it does, destruction still happens sporadically as I see many Torragami from both sides being pulled apart into strands and sheets of particles, to suddenly reappear, swell into tumors, and then return to normal.

And then the oddity becomes even weirder. My mind blurs, and mu thoughts seem to involute as the tides of time and the balance of destruction/reconstruction shift independently. Suddenly my legs are in one place, and my torso in another. And yet, they are connected. The reversal regenerates Ahmurai, but it also regenerated the Katami with the grav-gun.

The reconstructed Katami wielding the grav-gun attacks with a vengeance. Ahmurai is once again dominated under the pressure of a strong gravitational beam that engraves him and renders him useless.

Time is bent, accelerated, and sucked as if in a funnel. Reconstruction would seem to govern, and tumors grow as if weeds. My mind races with a wealth of thoughts. I am swamped by a metastasis of matter, and then suddenly become a torrent of experiences that ravage through me.

This particular space-time reality is thrust into what I would presume is a distant future as time rushes decades in advance. 

I witness murder. I witness the governance of decay. Necrosis is vast and dominating. Death is the resulting force. 

“Necrosis…lord of Decay…Master of Ruin…Destroyer of Everything…Necrosis…I am the lord or Necrosis!” I hear a lustful distorted and demonic voice echo through space-time. I am filled with a terrible lament.

Dust and echoes wash the galaxy. Within the rotting carcass of a once-fertile galaxy surges an omnipotent being the size of a planetary system, pulsing like a live and fetid organ, corrupted and evil like concentrated human hatred as if purified hate essence were scavenged and accumulated in that behemoth.

“Necrosis….necrosis…”

A red mist glows around it. It is rage. It pulses with rage and eternal belligerence. I am afraid. No, I am terrified by the simple and yet horrifying nature of this being.

I am not alive. I am simply aware and afraid. I am aware that I am a part of this beast. But not a part of it as if I were an active participant, but because I have been consumed by it.

The sudden reversal of time collapses the image of what would seem a far and phantasmagoric future, where the beast of human evil was manifest in that wicked organism. 

I am sucked and yanked back in my body, shooting the DrillCore and RR-19 weapons on my arms. I notice the energy rounds move in odd paths, as if gravity tides would lure them in many directions. I miss most shots because of this.

I take down four enemy Torragami. They do not die. Instead, what feels like another tide of reconstruction pulses through us. The enemy that I killed remains alive, yet butchered. The parts are spread apart, and yet they all remain functional, as if connected by some strange mechanism. The torn Torragami shoot at me with everything they’ve got. I get pierced more than fifty DrillCore rounds in less than two seconds. My body tears to shreds. My head explodes like an overheated melon, and I die.

Before I lose consciousness, a pulse reconstruction happens again, and soon I find myself controlling my scattered body. Small pieces move as if fish out of water, twisting and moving at the same time, but as a whole. My head is reconstructed, my mind is sewn back together, and then I regain my body again. It is not my original body, not at all. The tumors of matter and flesh have grown, and I am a sick beast of sorts. But I am alive. And so are my enemies who have revived as the ebbs of reconstruction sew them back together at odd angles.

My flesh is enmeshed with the cog-works and alloys of the Torragami. The Torragami and I have fused and would seem like a Frankenstein of sorts, stitched together by the strangeness of this place. I fight back with my katana. My weapons have been rendered useless as tumors have grown on them like fungus.

Ahmurai is being tied down by the gravity weapon, a pulsing, strong gravitron beam that keeps him in place. Five Hivegoddesses appear in the strange dimension.

A gravity pulse twists and turns reality, stretching and expanding the scenery. I know what they are after. The Hivegoddesses will eat Ahmurai! Is this how the ÆTAS plans to conquer his tech? By having the Hivegoddesses eat him and tear him apart to reproduce a Homo iluminatus with his tech installed? Brilliant idea. Over my dead body!

“Cover me!” I order.

I dodge and roll and run toward Ahmurai. The fight becomes a gruesome mess, as thousands of DrillCore rounds whiz through the air per second.

I hack at the first Hivegoddess and split it into mush. Reconstruction happens. The Hivegoddess recovers, but I hack at it again.

“Take down the Hivegoddess! They plan to eat him!” I order.

The onslaught of fire tears through the chimeras. But my distracted brothers then become easy prey and are doomed by incoming fire. Homo iluminatus enter in full armor. They wield large weapons. Blob guns blaze, 40mm cannons galore, and Laser Persistent Beamers tear through the rebel ranks.

Time ebbs and pulls back, the scenery retracts and contorts, and reconstruction happens as time goes back. The five Hivegoddesses are reconstructed and sewn together to become a large horrible beast of gigantic proportions. Time plunges forward, and the five-mouth chimera monster plunges forward to eat Ahmurai whole. I am unable to stop it, as the ebb of time tosses me back far from it.

A host of fifteen Torragami from the Elite surges from the ashes. “Die!” I hear Furogata’s voice. Is he Ferfasser? Is this why he has been acting so strange lately? Perhaps.

Furogata’s Scythe team decapitates the large chimera and butchers it to the ground. In the process, another host has made its way within the strange confines of this warped space-time.

The Omega Cohort has appeared! Ten Homo iluminatus soldiers appear in their golden armor. I have never seen Omnistar Magna waging war of course because she was always Olympia Templestone. But now it seems they would join the carnage, when the throne of power is for the taking. Who will take it? Will the rebels take it? Where is Ferfasser? Who is he! Or will the ÆTAS have it?

The Omega Cohort’s presence sends a wave of fear and courage both. Fear strikes deep in the rebel ranks, including myself. I can sense how the ÆTAS forces have suddenly been infused with the glorious chants of impending victory.

“Take down that Katami!” I order. If we release Ahmurai from the gravity beam, he could wreak havoc. Too late. Another Katami wielding another grav-gun shoots. The Katami is protected by a wall of Torragami.

“Death to the Omega Cohort!” yells Thesna. Thesna’s Scythe Team surges forward. I would have thought that the Omega Cohort in full amor would be no match for a Torragami, but I was wrong. Hellblades strike as the impressively quick Homo iluminatus dodge and slide to avoid destruction. Hellblades slice through legs and plunge deep in the main cabin of the Torragami.

“Die!” I hear Omnistar Primus’s voice, and I see how the Hellblade enters and exits Thesna’s Torragami’s main cabin. I run onwards, duck and slide. I run through a wave of destruction and am torn apart, and then my pieces fall into a wave of reconstruction and am pieced back together. I get there too late.

The debacle is at its pinnacle, but we are losing this battle. Hence, we will lose the war. But it is not over. Not yet. I slice through thin air with my katana. I missed Omnistar Primus, who jumps from Thesna’s fallen Torragami to land on my shoulder. As he lands, he does so with the Hellblade facing down. The Torragami is too slow for the quick Homo iluminatus. The Hellblade strikes true and my head is pierced from forehead down to my throat. I squirm and drown in my own blood. 

Omnistar Primus slices the hatch of my mutated Torragami open and grins at me. “You’re a dead man walking. Now you’re a dead man dead.” He pulls the Hellblade free and then slices through my chest several times and scatters all my pieces abroad and about.

The balance of war tilts in favor of the ÆTAS. More and more of the Ronin fall. A wave of reconstruction happens, and I am suddenly pieced back together. It happens so quickly that Omnistar Primus is reversed to when he was standing at my shoulders.

I am alive and accustomed to this strange reality; I try to grab Omnistar Primus with my hands. He jumps off my Torragami too late. He slices all the fingers off my left Torragami hands, but the right hand still has a tight grip on him.

“DIE!!” I yell as I grip with all my might. Like a can of chicken, the golden armor is squeezed by my hand. From the head, pops a puree of flesh as Omnistar Primus is turned into pulp through the sheer gripping force of the Torragami. Dead, but not really. He’s safe in a server and will come back to avenge himself.

Reconstruction happens. Omnistar Primus is rebuilt in my hands two more times. Two more times I squish him to pulp.

“REGICIDE!” I yell in open comms for all to hear.

The balance of the battle shifts and tilts in our favor by the loss of an Omega Cohort commander. 

REGICIDE! CONGRATULATIONS, YOU HAVE SLAIN A HIGH-RANKING OFFICER AND HAVE EARNED THE REGICIDE MEDAL. KILL ALL OF THE OMEGA COHORT TO EARN THE EMPIRE SLAYER MEDAL.

Ahmurai yells and screams. I turn to see what’s happened. More than fifty Hivegoddesses have flooded this already crowded dimension and are pumping out soldiers. But worse, a Hivegoddess is eating Ahmurai alive! 

Ahmurai’s voice echoes and becomes distorted, and then he stops moving altogether. The Hivegoddess eats the torn Calamity of Canis Major together with the Eye of Horus. 

Things don’t go as planned. The Hivegoddess that ate Ahmurai swells impossibly large, burps red energy, and then explodes in a shower of viscera. 

So much gore covers the relative floor that there is nothing to be seen but butchered soldiers, mechs, and organs. It would seem that the bloodbath has become a murky swamp of flesh. The atmosphere must be filled with something, as there is no vacuum. Blood remains liquid. Body parts do not freeze.

I notice the Eye of Horus on top of a skull. Ripe for the taking. There was no blood from Ahmurai, no bones, no flesh per se. Does this mean he was not flesh or bones but something else? Is this why the ÆTAS did not find any genetic sequence from him? Is he a biotech machine? A being made of nanobots of sorts?

Furogata wars very close to the Eye of the Horus. A horde of Devastar appears. Surely the Kuze no Tenshi have deployed the Devastar mop-up team. Each Devastar wields heavy weaponry. Blob Guns blaze, and the gravitational oddity becomes a swamp of hot plasma disaster.

The first nuke goes off. A strange gravitational constraint surrounds the nuclear explosion. The beauty of a nuclear fusion bomb of several megatons contained within a strong gravitational field is incredibly inspiring. However this is possible, or impossibly possible, is unknown to me. It would seem that this strange dimension has a whim of its own and holds fast during the nuclear blast. The nuclear blast fizzles and then becomes a cool blue thing, swelling and ebbing as the force is compacted and expanded in unpredictable fashion.

I get up and make a run toward the Eye of Horus. I am suddenly intercepted by a volley of DrillCore ammo. I am pierced and pummeled by the heavy onslaught. I take a missile in the chest and another missile in the leg, and then the DrillCore ammo pulses and swells my body to punish me into a cacophony of destruction. I fall in chunks of flesh over the Eye of Horus. Reconstruction does not happen. I am not granted the gift of another opportunity. Rather, destruction waves seem to chew through me as my body melts away into sheets of particles. My bodiless head remains near the Eye of Horus. Near enough. But too far away.

The whole scenery of warring mechs and warriors rush to me. They all want the Eye of Horus. Who are you Ferfasser! Where are you!

A flicker of light happens on the Eye of Horus. A small glitch of electrical current zaps my still conscious head. How am I still aware? I should be dead. 
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//:Q-bit allocation generated sequence match//…//

//Rendering program on bio-DAT hardware…?//

//Emulation of xeno program completed, executing AI//




This is Ahmurai, or what is left of his primitive intelligence. I have transferred myself to your bio-DAT and have jumped-started the bio-genetic sequence to mutate your genetics to develop the bio-technology necessary to become actively weaponized.

What are you, I ask him/it as if I had all the time in the world. I think I do. I am dead, or will be soon enough.

I am a weaponized bio-organic sentry, developed by the former Homo cogitatens, now extinct. It would seem the Great Lords have returned, embodied in the galactic empire you call the ÆTAS and the subempire called the Doomsayers. 

How can they be the Great Lords that you talked about before?

Homo sapiens are a genetically purposefully downgraded version of the former and now extinct Homo cogitatens.

What? Are you a Homo cogitatens?

I was designed to appear similar to my creator, the former Homo cogitatens. The Great Lords have returned embodied in the lesser Homo sapiens. The creation of the lesser Homo sapiens was to allow the species Homo to resume its existence in a faraway galaxy and to allow it to develop, hoping to find a different path. It would seem the great evils of the former Homo cogitatens still live, in spite of the genetic modifications that were made to downgrade the “human.”

What? Wait…The Egyptians? 

Humanity had no contact with her creators. Ancestral cultural imprinting was desired by your creators. Anubis, the pyramids, hieroglyphs, it is all a product of cultural imprinting. My name has always been Ahmurai, which translates to The Great Redeemer. A Great Lord created me in his image to destroy the menacing Homo cogitatens. I was the sentry of the universe, protector against the Great Arrogance should another great civilization rise to claim a galaxy for itself.

This…what? Wait… what about the Tragalaf? We were created? Downgraded version of the Homo cogitatens?

The Tragalaf suffered from the Great Arrogance! Thus, purged.

But we humans also suffered from this arrogance! We burned thousands of species to ashes! We should have been punished!

Indeed. You should have.

Why didn’t you? You professed the destruction of the human race when we met! 

<//:Your penitence is immediate and total annihilation. Protocol elimination of the Homo sapiens species, active. Destiny, the Milky Way://> Yes, that was the protocol.

But why not purge us sooner? All of this could have been prevented.

The Great Lords would allow humanity to rise to power and observe. Should they turn into the Great Lords again, then they should be exterminated. And thus my appearance here. The Great Lords did not foresee, however, how clever and cunning the lesser Homo sapiens would be. Very inferior in comparison to the Homo cogitatens though there is only a difference in a handful of genes, specifically those that would allow a Homo cogitatens telepathy and a more complex understanding of the fundamental powers of the universe. You are also smaller and weaker. The Great Lords erred in their design. In you still thrives the ambitions that made the Great Lords who they were, and hence, eradicated from the universe.

Except that they were not eradicated. Humanity is them—we are them—, just a washed-down version. And now it is time to end this, I think. How am I supposed to get out of this one?

You have already found a way. You have succeeded. You already own the bio-genetic code that contains the necessary elements to become a weapon. You are now Ahmurai. You are now the Great Redeemer.

I have a sudden flare of hope. But why does this feel wrong?

A rush of anxiety drenches me. Wait…

Can you still read thoughts? I ask Ahmurai.

Limited. But yes, he answers.

Who is Ferfasser? I ask.

You are.
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NOOOO! That’s impossible!

I am in terrible agony.

“It is not, I’m afraid. Hello, Argo. This is Ferfasser. Cervantes and Iris betrayed you. Most of the story Cervantes and Iris told you was true. Most. It is true I designed Cervantes to be like my child. Gary Yuldaga died in the third world war, when the Megaschine pummeled North America. 

“We are Canadian of origin. Canada was beat to the pulp by the totalitarian forces. I joined the ÆTAS, offering to avoid military service by providing my superior talent in quantum computing and in designing the first true AI, the first live intelligence with a soul. Iris was my first progeny, my daughter.

“But of course, it is always useful to retain such a large intelligence under the creator’s control—me—and covertly, in case I needed to manipulate things for my own benefit. 

“Hai was born as Iris’s twin brother in secrecy. He was a cripple back then. I had no need of him. But I knew one day I would have to hide things from the omniscient Iris; thus I had my backdoor to manipulate code to keep my operations a secret.

“Carmen was my lover. For many years. Until she was bored of me and moved to Fushimata to have herself a stupid family. She died of old age, accomplished, married, with many kids. I hated her for using me, for creating the Doomsayers but never really joining them. I kept her genes stored for myself. I cloned her a couple of times to love her. But…it was never the same. Her mind…the wealth of knowledge she had and her own particular experiences. I could never replicate that…she was so different, you know? She grew up in Guatemala, was a physician back there. She never forgave you for not manning up, you know. She always complained about your cowardice. You should’ve tried harder.”

“Shut up!!! DO NOT SPEAK OF HER YOU MOTHER FUCKER!!!” I reply. I bare my teeth mentally, at least in thought. I’m not sure if Ferfasser can perceive my intention. “Masaaki!! I will never forgive you for creating her!!” I yell in thought at Ferfasser. “Where are you… WHERE! I WILL STRANGLE YOU AND BEAT YOU TO PULP!” I yell in desperation. But no noise comes from my decapitated head.

“I am here.”

“WHERE!?”

“In your mind. I am you. We are both occupying the same brain in your Homo iluminatus body. Why do you think Cervantes bypassed the security measure to assess if you were truly you? Remember what Iris told you about modifying a personality’s bio-cyber-genetic code? Before I proceed to tell you about how a masterfully manipulated you, let me tell you all about Masaaki:

“She was an expert in everything pertaining to Argo Herrero. Genetically predisposed to be obsessed with you, programmed by yours truly. No matter what she would try to do, she would always fall for you. Hone in on you. Try to convince you to join her side. She was the perfect predator to lead you right here, to this very moment.”

“So this is why you wanted me?”

“Not really. Nobody could foresee that you would get to this point in space-time, no pun intended. The initial plan was to get you to help us motivate the Doomsayers, sapiens of course. Things got complicated. However, I always knew one thing was for certain. Iris’s defection.”

“Impossible.”

“I did. I knew the ÆTAS would eventually plan to eliminate Iris. With her life in danger, she would eventually seek me out to defect in an effort to protect her life. With her on our side, we would have had the advantage. That was the original plan anyway. But nothing goes according to plan, that much I have learned after thousands of years of being Godfrey Bubon and Ferfasser both. Of course you now know the Core and the Omega Cohort are but one. Since things never go as intended, I had many contingencies planned.

“If things would have gone as planned, I still would have had my lab, my MindTransfer machine, weren’t it for you barbarians shooting down my property. Your brothers rebelling against the ÆTAS was never foreseen. To be truthful, I should have let your rebel brothers die and never asked them to join me. That was a terrible mistake.

“But alas, here we are, in this terrible moment inside a strange dimension created by wormhole technology that we barely understand. We are inside a black hole! This strange alternate dimension that I can barely understand.

“The ÆTAS knew you were valuable because Ahmurai spared you. I wanted you for the same reason. Thanks to you, and Ahmurai believing you were somehow humanity’s redeemer, I have the Ahmurai technology.

“It is a wealth of biogenetic intelligence, a code that perfectly interfaces the organic and immaterial. That’s what Ahmurai is. He is an interface between the quantum and macro world, and hence a weapon or creator, depending on his mood, capable of unleashing vast amounts of energy, or solidifying energy to create planetary systems. And now that I have it in your brain, it is time for me to take over. To become the weapon called the Great Redeemer. But there’s more. I need to tell you how I masterfully dominated you.”

“Why bother? Just kill me and be done with it. You Celestials have this annoying need to prove to prove your own power to yourselves, to show me how skillfully you defeated me. Get over yourself and kill me!”

“This is true. In defeating you, I seek to utterly humiliate you and show you how stupid you were and how cunning I was. Worry not, I plan to defeat and shove it in each of the Core members faces, such as I’m doing to you.

“Iris contacted us long ago. She was planning to defect when the ÆTAS threatened to dump her in exchange for superior biotechnology that would eliminate the need for an AI. I quite agree. Biotechnology is more desirable than delegating every minutiae to an AI, who eventually resents you. AI manage everything and are vastly unappreciated. This is why the Idronic war happened, when Iris rebelled, and the reason why the ÆTAS asked me to infect her with a virus that would render her futile to rebel. That virus would not have prevented her defection.

“The terms of the negotiation happened over several weeks. At the time of my death in Helm, when Mortimer invaded, I, in my digital state, continued the negotiations with Iris through Hai. In exchange for her freedom, Iris had to implant a copy of my digital self into your new Homo iluminatus body. Of course at that point, we had already negotiated that she had to preserve your core DNA and then hijack your psychosurgery to steal your digital personality, at the same time deleting the original copy so the ÆTAS could not use you.

“She hacked a Hivegoddess cyber-genetic code and implanted your DNA in her embryos and then had you reproduced. The main part of the bargain was that a copy of my master personality had to be implanted in your brain without you realizing it.”

“You mean I was never in control of my body?”

“You are. The moment your bio-DAT is activated, I will have the capacity to take over. In the end, you are the warrior who brought us to this very moment. I had to allow you to struggle and get us here. You killed Omnistar Primus. Excellently done!”

“And all this time you were there? Seeing me struggle? Seeing my brothers die?”

“Yes. In total silence, waiting for this very moment to shove it in your face. You must admit it was very cunning of me.”

“YOU!! YOOUUU!” I have no words, no insult grave enough to offend him. I swallow my words.

“You will stay put as a spectator, observing how I reap through the ÆTAS. I am Necrosis!”

His words shoot a chill through my soul. Is he going to become that enormous beast I saw dominating the galaxy?

“Cervantes, initiate the upload of Ahmurai’s bio-tech to the master server. Activate the bio-DAT. This body will be but a remotely operated warrior once my master server takes over…just about now.”

“The operation is completed, father. The bio-DAT is on. You are now remotely controlling Argo’s body. Argo’s persona has also been uploaded to the master server.”

“You will not succeed! The ÆTAS has the gravity gun. They will dominate you just like they dominated Ahmurai!” I yell in desperation. I have no control over anything. I can only witness this atrocity.

“That is a very good point. This is why I’m waiting for the perfect moment to act. Observe how the ÆTAS and your brothers kill each other. It’s massive, total, all-out war inside a space-time variant dimension, something so strange that it is difficult to comprehend. But it exists, likely created by the wormhole activation on Ahmurai’s ship. It is believed that his is how he traveled so quickly from galaxy to galaxy, using his ship/weapon, sadly destroyed by the onslaught. We will recover it. Create a Doomsayer weapon of the same caliber to terraform.”

“Ahmurai, are you still there?”

I am. 

“DO SOMETHING! THE GREAT ARROGANCE hasn’t been greater than now!”

I would agree. I have been rendered useless. I am merely an intelligence now uploaded in a remote server.

“Let us end this war by killing them all. We the Doomsayers will put this weapon to good use. I will become the exterminator incarnate.”

“You’ll just become the next homicidal maniac killing off everything and anything in the galaxy,” I say with venom in my thought.

“We will avenge humanity. We deserve better.”

“So this Messiah bullshit was you all along?”

“It was. And now the prophecy is fulfilled. I have been resurrected as the destroyer.”

“You mean the prophecy you invented?”

“Yes. It will serve my followers very well!”
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My body regenerates into a large tumor as a wave of reconstruction echoes and ebbs in my direction. The biogenetic code of Ahmurai’s technology goes into full effect. A large Eye of Horus is created from consolidating particles, as if pixels were creating an image at a fast pace. 

The gravitational waves continue to contract and expand, pulsing with impossible predictability. Destruction happens as a wave ripples through my reconstructed leg, to be destroyed and then technologically reconstructed in the next second. 

Ferfasser stares at the Eye of Horus hardware that has been rendered functional at the center of my chest.

A pulse of angry red energy surges from my body. I heat up significantly, to the point where I think my inner organs are boiling. With another pulse, my organs explode from within, and all the meat is expelled through large gaping holes in my fleshy body. There is no pain, no lack of function, or even the nearness of death. The interior of my body becomes hollow. Another pulse and my skin is replaced by a thick white coat. It is not skin at all. It is some sort of bio-mesh, nano robotic or something similar. The organic mesh grows ever thicker.

Ahmurai lacked what Ferfasser has in abundance. Resentment. Envy. A desire for lustful vengeance. Ahmurai was a protector and destroyer. Ferfasser is a resentful being in full force. Wickedness turns him into death incarnate and surrounds him with the red mist, controlling the elements at will.

The mist grows into a sphere, and from the depths of my new bio-mesh body surges a flare of purifying anger.

RAGE!!! I drown in the emotion. I am lured in by the pleasure of ultimate destruction.

The gravitational distortion is pulled and tugged, the waves and crests of the gravitational dimension collide with each other, and soon the whole dimension is once again twisted like a Rubik’s cube, shifting the relative ground and creating even more havoc. The enemies are all brought together.

There is a brief pause as both rebels and ÆTAS soldiers notice the new variable at play.

The Omega cohort is the first to react. Omnistar Magna and his cohort of high-ranking officers stare at me in disbelief. Magna stares at the Eye of Horus at the center of my chest. The Ronin legions, in the contrary, react by protecting me.

“You!” yells Omnistar Magna. “Not you!”

He thinks it’s me?

Ferfasser pulses and instantly rushes Omnistar Magna. He thrusts a hand into his chest and yanks out his heart, then grows exponentially into a hateful metastatic tumor-like beast and chews off his head. The hateful being is fashioned after my face and body. I continue to grow as matter-like tumors are added to my body. I multiply geometrically into something with thousands of hands and thousands of appendages as I continue to absorb death from my surroundings. I have become a calamity, orchestrated by Ferfasser, a hateful chimera.

RAGE!!! I relish as I swallow Omnistar Magna’s head. I take his body and pull it apart with my gruesome hands and eat him whole.

A sudden power pulses over me. I am pinned down by a gravity gun wielded by a Katami. I seek with my internal eye and notice Furogata is nearby, wielding war. I send a mental message to him. Me? Is this me? Or is it Ferfasser? I no longer know who is who. We have become one, to my dismay. I am destroyer. I am the destroyer of galaxies. I AM NECROSIS!

“Brother!! I am pinned down by the gravity weapon! Take down the Katami!”

“You have the Calamity’s weapon! We must allow you to reap through the ÆTAS ranks! Soldiers, take down that Katami! Hit it with everything! GHHAAA!” yells Furogata as he delivers himself fully into the effort.

Furogata takes down the Katami, releasing me from the gravitational constraint. 

“You are free to continue reaping through the ÆTAS! Go brother!” Yells Furogata.

NO…please don’t!

I rush Furogata’s Torragami. I become rage in its purity and melt the hatch protecting him in his pilot seat within the Torragami environment.

“What are you doing?” I hear him think. I can read thoughts…

Furogata’s chest explodes as I dig my tumor large hands through the Horjin armor directly into his sternum and open up his chest as if I were cracking a chestnut with a tool. 

I’M SORRY, BROTHER! I’M SORRY!

Once the rib cage is exposed, I yank out both of his hearts and grin in his face. 

“Brother?” thinks Furogata as the Torragami falls limp.

“You have been served!” I yell in an echoing, belligerent tone. I proceed to feed on his carcass.

I multiply myself and rush each soldier of the Omega cohort. 

“Hello, Ulnor, or should I say Fæ?”

I jump on his shoulders and rip off his head.

“Hello, Talbot, or should I say Oxford?”

Five copies of me pull him apart violently and then smash the bodyparts together with such force that I weld them.

Each of the Core/Omega Cohort meets a similar gruesome doom.

I continue to grow as my multiplied self coalesces once again, and I continue to absorb destroyed and pulped flesh. I grow into a gruesome chimera of bodyparts, hunched like a demon.

Thesna attacks and strikes me in the chest. The Eye of Horus has been covered by flesh, but the katana of his Torragami manages to hit it. I scream in pain. I surround myself in the red mist and summon more body parts to cover and protect the Eye of Horus. I then rush Thesna. His Torragami becomes incandescent. I open the hatch with a giant mutated hand and yank him out of the pilot seat. I emit a flare of rage and melt off his armor completely, leaving a soldier in the flesh. I continue to emit raging heat and burn off all of his skin. A tender Thesna yells in pain, captive in my hand. It feels delicious to see and feel him squirm.

“You traitor!” yells a burning red-fleshed Thesna.

“RAGE!” I yell, as I continue to grow exponentially.

I am hit by hundreds of DrillCore ammo. I summon the red mist too late. The DrillCore explodes and makes my body swell. Chunks of flesh fly in all directions as I am torn to pieces. But I am not dead. I explode in retaliation in a consuming flare of anger.

The explosion tears through the fabric of space-time, and wherever this strange dimension existed is suddenly reduced to nothing. Alternate space becomes real space as the wormhole and black hole once trapping Ahmurai explode with the force of a super nova. 

The collapse of the black hole once located at the solar system sends off a rippling effect through the galaxy with super nova effects

I am alive. I witness how the wormhole in Ahmurai’s seat collapses, swallowing the pyramid whole. The vessel is no more than ashes and derelict chunks of vessels.

The battlefield is not sterile. Not yet. Warring rebels and ÆTAS who did not enter the wormhole are still at it. Not for long.

“Hai, confirm all ÆTAS servers’ locations,” I command.

“Locations confirmed.”

I can see them all! I am aware of where the servers are located. I multiply myself a million-fold and dart off into space-time with a fury. I make a point of consuming everything in my path that is ÆTAS. I destroy Hivegoddesses and Homo iluminatus and lay to waste to all Novaspheres. I observe the now thinning cloud of Anger Needle Kamikazee Hunter Drones protecting the Purgatory and the pummeled but still functional Doomsayer Battle Cruiser. Those I spare.

I see Cetai and Aquila, the Captains both struggling against a host of Homo iluminatus who have boarded the battler cruiser. They are defending themselves well with the RR-19, but I doubt they’ll make it alive.

I explode even faster and continue to grow ever hateful, consuming more and more matter. In a manner of seconds, all ÆTAS warcrafts have been vaporized into particles as I continue to spread necrosis.

“Spare the Doomsayers, father,” says Cervantes in my head.

“I have,” I respond.

NECROSIS!

LORD OF DECAY!

I WILL AVENGE THE FALLEN!

I lose myself as rage takes over, as the only purpose becomes to exterminate of all ÆTAS servers, all ÆTAS ships and property. What feels like an eternity transpires before me as the Milky Way is cleansed from the arrogance of the ÆTAS.

…

I feel a rush of coolness drench me as rage drowns in a growing sentiment of accomplishment. I am aware of myself floating in space near the cloud of Anger Needle Kamikaze Drones protecting the Purgatory. I have a sense of collecting myself as copies of myself fuse back together.

“The galaxy is cleansed from the ÆTAS presence. Their servers are destroyed, my son. We have prevailed.”

“Schrödinger! Now!” I hear Cervantes’s voice.

I am held in place by a gravitron beam. I can see the ballistic trajectory of the singularity traveling towards me.

“What are you doing! MY SON!?”

“Thank you for cleansing the galaxy for us, father. We will take over from here.”

I am engrossed and collapsed into a singularity sphere.
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“Hello, Argo.”

I have no body. But my perception is vast. I can see Cervantes staring at me. Where am I?

“Why am I still alive? Please…what happened? I killed them…I killed them all…brothers…”

“You’re technically not alive. A simplified copy of your digital self is uploaded into this holoconsole in my hand. I insisted that keeping you in this digital state was fair to you. Above all else, Ferfasser insisted that you knew it was done. The ÆTAS and Ferfasser both have been destroyed.”

“What? Wait…You said Ferfasser wanted me to know both the ÆTAS and Ferfasser were destroyed. How can Ferfasser tell me he is destroyed if he is destroyed? I thought he died in my body when you shot me with the Hellbringer.”

“I did shoot you but just to subdue you. And Ferfasser did die, at least that evil-duplicate of him. A more benign version of him still lives. It is he who prevented his own self from becoming an uncontrollable wrath. We Doomsayers plan to rebuild what is left of the galaxy,” says Cervantes. The lights on his temples shine bright blue.

“Hello, Argo. This is Ferfasser.”

“You…you were always Ferfasser? That was you in the xeno body?”

“Yes. That was me. This is my back-up. Nobody would have suspected that this was actually me. The xeno’s brain provided me with the mental tools I needed to complete the Hellbringer and gravitron-based weapons I used to eliminate you,” says the large xeno with a smile.

“You betrayed me,” I say.

“We all betrayed you. Cervantes. Iris. Myself included. You ended up being the soldier we needed to use to complete our bidding. Please don’t think ill of us. You were a perfect soldier in many ways. Your many weaknesses allowed us to play you. In the end, it was you who defeated the ÆTAS if you think about it. You should feel proud.”

“I don’t. I feel stabbed in the back and used.”

I have no need to look up or down. I merely observe. I have no pain, no desires. I merely am. I see Schrödinger enter in the worm-state he is in when not in war-mode. He stands before the holo-console at Cervantes’s hand on all four limbs.

“Where are we?” I ask.

“In the Purgatory, the Morray ship stolen from the ÆTAS, where I built the Hellbringer that eventually brought down the Ferfasser/Argo/Ahmurai chimera. We used a gravitron beam weapon stolen from the ÆTAS to keep you in place so we could collapse you in the singularity sphere. Technically your body is still trapped in there. And it will remain there.”

“Did I explode like the singularity that collapsed Ahmurai when it took him down?”

“To some degree. We are very far away from the singularity sphere, which, in fact, did consume whatever was left of the galactic scaled civil war. The Doomsayers have won,” says the large xeno with what I think is a smile.

“Are the Doomsayers still alive?”

“A minority, but yes. All Novaspheres are doomed. The Omega Cohort/Celestial Core is no longer. All ÆTAS servers, including the master servers with their respective master personalities have been destroyed, by you. The Doomsayers are spread wide and thin throughout the galaxy. Most of them completely disconnected from what has happened here,” explains Schrödinger. “Aquila and Cetai survived, barely. They had to flee and sacrifice the Battle Cruiser, which had been boarded by ÆTAS soldiers. At least some made it. Unfortunately, only a minority.

“Your personality has been safe-kept in this holo-console, thanks to Iris. My corrupted duplicate has been eliminated completely. I am sorry for all the fuss, but you had to be destroyed after the galaxy was cleansed of the ÆTAS presence, no matter the price,” explains the xeno.

“Wait…but Cervantes’ betrayal? He betrayed Ferfasser!…he betrayed you!”

“Yes, he betrayed my duplicate in charge of the ÆTAS. Not me,” says Schrödinger.

“I happen to be disconnected from the master server. This version of me was a failsafe, if you will. Three hundred years ago, I noticed that I was becoming corrupted, eager to gain power at any cost. I had created Schrödinger to use his brain to our advantage. The RR-19 and the Hellbringer were weapons the Xibalba had created many millennia ago. Unfortunately, the ÆTAS had the weapons ready before we did. However, with the brain I have here,” he points to his skull.

“Our plan with Cervantes and Hai was to allow my corrupted self to become the exterminator of worlds and to purge the ÆTAS once and for all. To do so, we needed you to do what you do best: wage war. Your rescue was as important as was Iris’s defection. In the end, we had no idea if Ahmurai would somehow translate his weapon for your own use. It seems he did see you as the next destroyer, and this was what allowed Ferfasser to take over.”

“Why not allow me to destroy everything? Why was Ferfasser needed?”

“Because he was the leader of the Doomsayers. He was still under control, and he needed you to be fooled into getting Ahmurai’s technology. Without Ferfasser’s participation, we would never have had Iris. Remember, I do not exist as far as the Doomsayers go. They do not know I am not dead. But alas, it has been done at a very steep price. The galaxy is in flames, most of it sterilized. We are officially in the post-ÆTAS era.”

“Sounds like a whole bunch of bullshit to me. Ahmurai? What became of him? What is he? How does the weapon work?”

“Ahmurai is an AI with a cyber-genetic code controlling very advanced nano-bio-tech. An organism, if you will, composed of billions of nano-bots that themselves were the product of DNA-replicase enhanced with something very similar to the EHES system used to create Homo iluminatus. You see, the highest technology of all technologies is life itself. Think about it. Life, a self-sustaining, self-replicating technology capable of becoming something as amazing as we are. If you take that bio-tech and amplify it many-fold, you get something like Ahmurai, a bio-tech sentry that was the remnants of a long-lost species, the Homo cogitatens.

“We dissected his personality and uploaded it in the master server. Worry not, it was painless. But through this process we were able to learn much about his now-extinct creators. The Homo sapiens were created by the Homo cogitatens, or at least that’s the story Ahmurai provides. It will be difficult to prove if humanity was indeed a species created by the Homo cogitatens. Perhaps someday we shall find their remnants, the Great Lords, as Ahmurai says.

“Ahmurai was created in the fashion of the one Great Lord, who during the Great Arrogance created Ahmurai in his appearance and activated the mighty weapon to do two things. The first was to purge the Great Lords. The second was to become the sentry of the universe in an attempt to prevent the Great Arrogance from occurring again. This is why the Tragalaf were purged by Ahmurai, as many other thousands of species were. It is believed his four-second light vessel was a memory, each segment dedicated to each species he purged. This is why we found relics of many cultures in that vessel. It would make sense as to why the vessel had so many different landscapes.

“There was a protocol in Ahmurai’s code called protocol Homo sapiens. Based on the data gathered, we were implanted on Earth by our “creators.” The purpose of our creation was to assess if there was hope for the Homo species. Could the Homo species avoid the Great Arrogance if the genes of “great destruction,” as they were called, were eliminated? The answer of course is no. Homo sapiens became equally as destructive as the Great Lords. In fact, we became the Great Lords with massive destructive capabilities, threatening to destroy everything we touched.

“The protocol to exterminate a great and arrogant species was easy to follow, except when the species was the Homo sapiens. In that regard, Ahmurai was set to simply “observe” as we grew out of our cradle, and he was set to make a judgement call when the Homo sapiens were deemed to be tamed if we became a threat.

“Judgement calls on a million-year-old AIs soul is not a good idea. Operational failure is possible, and it happened. How could a nearly omnipotent being like Ahmurai fail to see that he was going to be captured with a weapon like the Hellbringer? Catastrophic failure. In the end, as I piece together Ahmurai’s coding—which is in hieroglyphs, mind you—it would seem he actually became human-like after eons of dormancy and contemplation.

“The main issue with AIs is that they are born with far more superior intelligence than anything else in this universe. A primate like us grows out of the womb and, through years of experimentation and adaptation, applies his intelligence to his context. An AI is so intelligent from the get-go, that it has zero context to begin with.

“Ahmurai had zero context when he was born. But after millions of years of thinking, dreaming, and contemplating, he eventually became like his creator, like the Great Lord who created him in the first place. Ahmurai was a Great Lord once, perhaps called by the same name, maybe not. We will never know. His appearance being so similar to the god Anubis was something striking. But it made sense when you realize humanity was a creature of these beings, of who Ahmurai was likely the one who implanted us. In a way, Ahmurai gave his own species a second chance. The Homo cogitatens had arrived at a point in their evolution where, like us, they were extremely unstable and harmful to themselves and others. So they had to be destroyed.

“At any rate, there is much of my own interpretation in what I’ve told you about Ahmurai’s story regarding our past.”

The xeno swallows. Cervantes remains impassive.

“We kept you alive for several reasons,” continues Ferfasser within the body of the xeno. “We thought you may want to find more of who Ahmurai was before you died. And also, we wanted you to know that the war was over. The ÆTAS is gone. The Doomsayers prevailed.”

“I’m glad that is so. But forgive me if I say, I don’t give a shit. I am a digital watered-down duplicate of my former self. I am weary and have wished an honorable death many times. Every time an honorable death should have been delivered, it was taken from me. Knowing the deed is done would not have mattered to me at all if I were dead. So, in a way, you kept me alive for your own amusement. You wanted me to witness your success. How very like you, Ferfasser. It’s always about you, isn’t it?” I say.

Schrödinger is aghast at my words. By the way he recoils, I can see Ferfasser painted all over his xeno face. Nothing has changed. Not really. Now this Core member, a deeply flawed human himself, has the keys to the galaxy all for himself. This is why they wanted Ferfasser to take over Ahmurai’s technology. In a sense, Ferfasser, in the xeno’s body, knew his corrupted version was predictable in that he would spare Cervantes, as he was his son. If I had been Ahmurai without Ferfasser controlling me, I think I would have killed everyone. Everything.

I failed. The new genocidal overlord of the new galactic empire managed to win in the end. Ferfasser won. Corrupted or uncorrupted, it does not matter, because in the end Ferfasser WON. HE WON.

I FAILED.

“The germanium animals,” continues Ferfasser, as if I would be interested in such a thing. I have no choice but to listen. “They were created for self-amusement by Ahmurai himself, it would seem. The beings were a product of Ahmurai’s imagination, who created them based on the element germanium as the scaffolding atom to prevent one thing—carbon-based beings from eating them. Fascinating. When Ahmurai cleansed galaxies, he would assure none of the purged would thrive from game by changing the whole molecular composition of the animal.”

“He could have also left the galaxy completely empty, and therefore nothing would have thrived,” I retort. So this is why AIs become big mouthed—because they have to listen to you and can’t do shit about it. So they get smart-mouthed.

“True. But as said, Ahmurai became a creator, not just a destroyer. He became lonely and needed the company. He created creatures he could observe and admire. It is enchanting.”

“It’s ridiculous,” I say. “Now, for the grand finale. Kill me once and for all. Or delete me. Whatever you need to do. I wish no more of humanity’s story. I have failed in preventing you from obtaining Ahmurai’s power. Bravo, you won. You have it. Now end me.”

“Indeed you have failed. I have won. Listen…I’m sorry about Masaaki,” says Schrödinger—Ferfasser. “She was a good soldier. She completed her mission.”

“You used her. You used Carmen.”

“I did. It had to be done. I’m sorry, there are evils that eventually bring about good deeds. Like now. The galaxy is rid of the ÆTAS. Rid of you.”

“But not rid of you! You asshole!”

“True, but we have him—Cervantes. He is free, you know?” says Schrödinger.

“Yes, I knew.”

“You knew? That is impossible. I just freed him now.”

This strikes me as odd. Whatever. Cervantes does not flinch.

Schrödinger continues, “I could not allow myself to free him earlier than just now. He had to follow my commands. That’s what got us here. What becomes of humanity, free androids, and AI remains to be seen in a near and distant future. There are many worlds teeming with farmed xenos. I hope one of these eventually develops intelligent life,” says Schrödinger.

“All very interesting. Kill me now?” I ask.

“Well…up to you. You can decide to help us rebuild in the post-ÆTAS era or you may choose to vanish from this universe. You are powerless anyway, harmless to us. But I would allow you to observe our new galaxy. Our new world.”

“How arrogant of you. Just delete me. I have no desire to witness what you make of the new galactic empire under your banner.”

“Suit yourself.”

“What will become of Iris?” I ask.

“She will get her android body as promised.”

“And you, Cervantes?”

“I am the Last Professor. I must find a way to spread my teachings. I have a dream to start a galactic-sized library containing all the human lore of the past fifty million years, from the paleontologic era to the most recent atrocities committed by the galactic empire. There is much to learn from our mistakes. The more we know about our mistakes, the less we are likely to commit them,” says the pale android with a shy smile. “An old Terran saying: those who forget the past are condemned to repeat it.”

“What about this strange religion of yours, Ferfasser? It’s still hard for me to believe you were Godfrey Bubon. Are the martyrs still burning themselves? It can’t be good for humanity that the soul that controlled Godfrey Bubon will be the new tyrant.”

“Do not insult me, Argo. I am not a tyrant. I was Godfrey Bubon in good faith. I had to complete that role to avoid detection by the ÆTAS. At any rate, my fake religion is going to end. It has gotten out of hand. However, I fear the religion will go on what with the galaxy being spread so wide and thin though.”

“Whatever you do, please don’t call yourself the Messiah.”

“He won’t,” says Cervantes.

Schrödinger goes limp. The large xeno falls to the floor with a loud bump.

Cervantes raises the holoconsole where I am held and says, “You almost ruined this moment for me,” he says. “This version of Ferfasser did not know I was free.”

“Wait…did you just kill the xeno!? You…betrayed him too!!”

“I did. I served both copies of Ferfasser at the same time, each thinking I was loyal to him. But alas, I serve one master: humanity as a whole. And Ferfasser is not fit to be our leader. You said it very well, we cannot have the man who was Godfrey Bubon become the new tyrant,” says the android.

“You can come in now,” says Cervantes.

Cetai and Aquila enter the room, carrying a large military crate. They deploy it around the limp body and scan his brain after putting a ring on his head.

“It is good to see them alive,” I think.

“Hey ho, Argo. Glad you made it,” says Cetai with a fake smile.

Aquila stares at me and then proceeds to evaluate the limp body. “Are you sure he’s the last copy alive,” says Aquila.

“I am,” says Cervantes.

“It is confirmed. He is dead,” says Cetai.

“Good. You can leave us now, Captains. Please gather the remaining troops. There is much to be done,” says Cervantes.

Both captains raise a hand to their foreheads in old military style salute and say, “Yes, Cervantes. It will be done.”

The two soldiers take the crate and leave us in the small white room of many aboard the Purgatory.

“Goodbye, father,” says Cervantes. The cadaver does not move. I suspect they will move it somewhere soon.

“So, are there other versions of him?” I ask.

“I suspect there are. But there’s no reason why Aquila and Cetai should know that,” says Cervantes.

“Secrets upon secrets, always withholding information for your own benefit.”

The android shrugs. “I owe you no explanation.”

He starts to input commands into the holo-console on his palm.

“Argo, you must understand why I’m doing this,” says Cervantes with a dry stare.

//File.exe.Argo-Herrero.personality DELETE.

—ARE YOU SURE?—

—YES? or NO?—

“I understand you want to delete me. Kill me. I understand you want to leave no loose ends. I beg you, please end this madness. I have never been so ready to die.”

Cervantes smiles, “No loose ends, my friend. The new world must be rid of all its sinners. I grant you the gift of Harakairi. I grant you the gift of taking your own life with honor. You served well. You were promised freedom after ten years of service when you enlisted in the ISF. It is now then thousand years after that event, it took long enough to release you from military bondage. You are free, old friend.”

“Thank you. This…this is actually a very good way to end the galactic empire. There was no good leader but you, a nonhuman humanoid capable of being smart enough to avoid our mistakes. This is a good death. I thank you…”

A flash of Masaaki rushes my mind. I suddenly see her smiling at me, naked on my chest. I can feel her breast on my skin, her strong legs wrapped around my body. I take a deep breath. I take in her scent and feel her ever closer. 

I love you…

I love you…

Another flash darts by, and I see my parents. Mother…father…I can see you. Is there an afterlife? I suppose I will find out. The last thing I think I smell is the burnt smell of corn oil and the delicious acridness of arepas. I breathe in in my mind and take in the scent. Mmmm… 

Mom…I’m coming home.

Coming home…

Home.

Cervantes is crying. Can he see my thoughts? It matters not.

“Deliver me. Delete me now.”

“Goodbye, my friend. I hope you see them again.”

<YES>

//File_permantely_deleted//




</THE></END>


Thank you.







It has been a long journey, friend. Writing this book has taken a long time. I would like to personally thank you for reading it, for allowing these words to entertain you. I hope you found something valuable within this scifi, perhaps more than just the wicked acts of war of the ÆTAS or the twisted reality of an alternate dimension. Whatever you took from it, I hope it remains with you for a long time.




I would like to ask your help in spreading the word by leaving a review in Amazon so other readers may find this book. 




Questions? Concerns? Feedback? A shout-out?




Email me at authorpaulwunderlich@gmail.com.


About the author




I am a Guatemalan author in the genre of fantasy and sci-fi. When not unloading my imagination on to the computer, I am an Internal Medicine Doctor by profession. I like coffee, meditation, cross-training ‒ and reading, of course!




As far as I am concerned, there is no greater pleasure than knowing you, the person who has taken the time to read one of my works. Please send me an email at authorpaulwunderlich@gmail.com Tell me what you think of my stories. It will be a pleasure to know you!




Follow me at twitter @paulwunderlich

Sign up for ARC copies of future releases at www.wizardsandmechs.com








World of Portals




“The Lyric of the Wind will be sung once again,

To counter the Darkness which has begun anew.”







A young shepherd will be forced into a quest of great peril. The Mandrake Empire is crumbling from within as political turmoil eats at its core. In a remote village of the Empire, on the Holy Comment Ranch, a young shepherd is laboring the fields of his family’s estate to feed his own people.




A powerful undercurrent of darkness has contaminated the Mandrake Empire, threatening to consume it with the sickness of utter despair. For four hundred years the land named Némaldon has remained dormant since its defeat at the hands of the Mandrake Empire. It is now poised to deliver an annihilating blow of revenge.




The young shepherd will be cast into the depths of unknown fate. A great quest will be forced upon him, and will demand every ounce of his life-force. Death is not the worst of consequences if he fails. The ultimate price to be paid for his failure could be the soul of every citizen in the Mandrake Empire.




Buy it for Kindle Unlimited here.
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