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And precious, sightless innocents
unmindful of the war that rages
frolic round about the bunkers
We, for whom the battle wages
—Anita
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RTCHTCHK HOMEWORLD — OUuTERMOST EDGE — DEC 2428

Thunder from sky gods beat down on the planet like mallets
on a drum, striking with so much authority that boulders
tumbled from their eternal perches.

This was Armageddon. The apocalypse at world’s end.

Caught in the chaos were countless Rtchtchk warriors — a
planetful of berserkers, each one driven to a fever rage by the
ruckus of gods.

The thunder rose to a crescendo and an entire race of
sapient spiders surrendered to the martial beat. None of them
knew this was the opening to a track more than four hundred
years old. None had heard of ‘heavy metal’ or Megadeth, nor
of the massive, rampaging wall of sound that is Trust, the
band’s epic ode to hurting.

Above it all sat a lone drummer on a pedestal hovering
thirty meters over the rusty grasslands. It was impossible to
reconcile her rising sun skin and rose-purple hair with the
Zeus-like booms exploding from her pedals. Her rhythm ruled
the lands below, not only to the misting waterfalls ringing the
boundary of the live audience, but also at gathering spots
around the planet wherever the band had placed holo-mitters.

Beneath the drummer’s perch, gigantic spiders with no



MICHAEL ORR

understanding of instruments or soundsystems battled as if
spellbound. Soldiers all, the Rtchtchks responded to drums of
war even having never heard them before. On this far-flung
world, music was a new and overwhelming sorcery.

Soon, a chthonic chug joined the drums. The caustic
thrumming blossomed forth like a machine volcano, all of it
erupting from a black-caped goth who stoically tortured a
sonic industrial wilderness out of his midi.

Then came the keyboardist with cotton-candy hair whose
fingertips flowed curtains of ambient atmospherics. And now
the big, partial-eclipse bassist with bright eyes and stubble
who snubbed tradition. The uproar from his 5-string was the
scraping from an alleyway metal shop.

The band’s throb clawed at the air and drove into the soul
like a psychic spike. And with the four of them taking station
on their individual pedestals, the final member dropped
through the low ceiling of an overcast sky. Her g-tech
captured the spiders’ awe as she drifted down to her waiting
perch. The Rtchtchks didn’t notice her belly-plunging
hotpant suit or knee-highs. What they noticed was her
shrieking scarlet hair whipping in the stormwind like a rally
flag. All across the umber plain, eight-legged warriors shook
in frenzy, bent low and poised for the next attack.

Still dropping from the sky, the guitarist chose her moment
and licked out the first sinister snarls of Trust’s opening
wrath. And as soon as she did, the plain beneath her exploded
in chaos, spider moshing spider in mindless abandon. The
music kindled the spiders’ inborn battle fury, unleashing a
blizzard of limbs and chitinous mandibles.

Far above them, Naya cringed against their craze as she
lighted on her waiting pedestal. She despised spiders. Every-
thing about them. Despised playing a gig for them. Despised
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being on their homeworld. Despised making arrangements
with them. The whole situation sent her hypernervous body
into a shitstorm of squirms and twitches. She could probably
work most of that into her stage presence, but not the
squeaks.

Squeaking wouldn’t have been an issue at a normal gig
where their drummer owned the mic. But not for metal. Not
when it came to the sound of war. An audience like this
demanded violence, and that made it the guitarist’s show.
Naya would have to either sing past her throat’s complaints or
work them into her performance.

“Creepy-ass things. Ya better gimme sump'm,” she cussed
off-mic. “Godforsaken exile.”

Beneath her outrage, she mouthed a silent prayer that her
promised meeting with the Rtchtchk hive mother would be
worth it. The concert organizers insisted the mother knew
everything her hive knew. They said she’d have answers.

She’d better.

Something on the ground caught Naya’s eye and she
zoomed in with her lens. A severed spider limb twitched on
the ground beneath the forest of rampaging legs.

“Oh Jeezis! These gawdam things’re mauling each other!”
she yelped. There was no time to recover. Her moment came
and she channeled all her disgust into the opening lyrics.
Nobody else in the band could do the song justice, so Naya’s
raw, wrathful voice rang out over the field of battle like the
howl of gods falling at Ragnarok.

Unaccustomed to voices and singing, the frenzied spiders
stopped in mid-thrash. They scarcely moved, utterly spell-
bound until the tempo quieted down for the mid-song bridge.
And when Naya’s guitar wailed into the throes of that searing
near-mortal solo, the Rtchtchks bent low.
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What're they doing? Naya’s internal alarm blared like a
klaxon all through her. The organizers had warned the band
about Rtchtchk behavior, but nobody mentioned this.

“Get ready ta bounce, guyz!” She braced herself for the
horror of three-meter arachnids leaping onto the pedestals to
tear her peeps into fajita meat. The whole band was wearing
g-tech like her own for just such a possibility, but...

#WAIT!# came a cry over the band’s earpieces. It was an
organizer. #You must acknowledge. They honor youl#

Oh! Naya wrestled down a full-body shiver and held out
her one-of-a-kind axe, making a grand show of the final chord
dying off. Trickles of sweat slithered down her sides and she
strained to fend off her body’s craving to squirm. There was
no masking her tourettes when it was ramped up to eleven
like this. The best she could do was merge her relentless
fidgets into an elaborate bow. Peripheral vision told her the
crew was bowing with her.

She straightened up and found the entire plain of Rtchtchk
spiders hunkering down on folded legs like children getting
ready for storytime.

“You seein’ this?” Kynda whispered from the shelter of her
drumbkit.

“Seeing? Yes. Believing?...” Brock murmured back, working
at his midi’s settings to soothe his stagefright.

Chaz shifted the strap of his bass on a broad shoulder.
“What’s our play?”

Naya didn’t even have to think. “With what I'm seeing?
These fuckers need to EVOLVE!”

She launched into The Warning’s signature track, and by
the time she exploded out her Pau roar, ‘mosh pit’ didn’t even
begin to describe the scene below her.

An hour later, one weary-ass Naya surveyed the concert plain
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with loathing. It could’ve been the aftermath of a tornado,
with severed spider limbs strewn like felled trees. Lumps
broke the flat landscape here and there — dying Rtchtchks
lost to the madness of their own kind’s frenzy.

Naya’s gut churned, but it was nothing like compassion. She
just wanted to be anywhere else and have nothing more to do
with creatures who behaved like monsters.

No sapient race inside the Orion Alliance acted this way.
She was used to civilization. Law and order. Peace. Being out
here on the galactic rim was like being kicked out of heaven
and shoved straight into darkest Pandemonium.

What the hell’re you doin’ out here, Nana?

#Mistress Klove?...#

“Um, yeah?...” Naya spent a minute making arrangements
with one of the organizers over the comm. “Kay, I got a date
with the Rtchtchk mother,” she told her crew afterwards. “I'm
’onna leave you guyz ta pack up.”

“Need a bodyguard?” Brock offered.

“As much as I do, this mother of theirs won’t allow it.”

Chaz grinned. “Prob’ly doesn’t mix her food.”

The comms went dead and he looked up, all apology hands.
“Hey, I don’t say no ta low-hangin’ fruit.”

Naya exhaled. “I'm takin’ the cycle. Apparently, this mama
spider makes her home on a different continent.”

She amped her g-tech and rose back up into the overcast
sky, locating her HyperCycle in the cloud cover.

Climbing into the tandem-seater and dropping the canopy
was the first real comfort she’d felt since agreeing to the
concert, but god only knew what meeting the mother would
be like. Just thinking about it made her shoulder grind. She
launched for sub-orbit with coordinates set.

Flying always lifted her mood, and she liked the cycle. Of
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her ship’s two tenders, this was the bullet-shaped nimble one.
Basically the closest you could get to an orbital zodiac.
Piloting it was space age hot rodding.

Half an hour later and a third of the way around the globe,
Naya was following close on the organizer’s heels as they
hiked into the planet’s underworld.

This organizer called himself an Ossene...a furry human-
sized marsupial with double-jointed limbs that seemed to
work equally poorly as arms or legs.

Naya frowned at his labored locomotion. Prob’ly great for
climbing, but shit for walking. It was like a wounded sloth
crossing a swamp, and his struggle clearly irritated their
Rtchtchk escorts. The squad of five soldier spiders would
scurry ahead only to find themselves waiting far longer than
expected. Naya hoped they knew it wasn’t her. She’d already
seen their bad side.

Eventually, the group filtered through a wide crevasse
between surface plates that allowed passage, and Naya went
twitching and squirming the whole way. Each step led her
deeper into dread as they drilled down through layer upon
layer of crumbling schist into underworld darkness.

The spiders scuttled along silently, their footfalls as quiet as
a cat in socks despite the crumbling rock. And while Naya
didn’t know Rtchtchk behavior from badminton, she sensed
they didn’t wanna be here any more than she did.

The slothy guide squealed several times and Naya’s earBabel
translated: “Does your device interpret Rtchtchk?”

Naya shook her head. “I never heard anything they said
during the concert; only their clicks.”

“I'll translate for you. The mother is accustomed.”

The archway ahead opened into a cathedral-style cavern
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carpeted by fog. Even the walls themselves were blanketed
with it. A fog factory. All Naya could smell was the patina of
waterlogged rock. That and the soggy scent of cloud familiar
to every skydiver.

Naya was still dressed for the gig, and now that she was
trapped in an anti-sauna she couldn’t distinguish her tourettes
from shivering. Foreigner’s Cold As Ice started up in her head,
and its jerky opening perfectly matched her frigid joints.

The Ossene guide maintained a reverent calm and Naya
guessed Rtchtchks reacted instinctively to anything quick. She
tested the weight of her hip pouch for reassurance. The mini-
disruptor hidden there probably wouldn’t kill a car-sized
spider, but it’d sure as hell slow it down.

A few more steps and she found herself facing an almost
translucent albino Rtchtchk larger than the others by a full
meter. An army of mini-spiders darted all around the floor
beneath her, never straying far. Hatchlings.

Okay. Could totally do without this. Naya didn’t consider
herself an arachnophobe, but damn. And now her squeaks
were kicking inside her throat like an irate donkey.

The guide broke into a long series of clicks punctuated by
breaths that struck Naya as part of the cadence.

The mother responded in kind, but with sharper clicks.

“You risked greatly, waking our passions,” spoke the
organizer on the mother’s behalf. “Your sonics reach to the
heart of us. You are not the simple morsel you appear.”

“No.” Naya made her voice terse, remembering the severed
limbs and dying lumps. A species that maimed its own as a
pastime would see warmth as weakness. Especially their
matriarch. “I'm not called ‘simple’. Or ‘morsel’.”

“We agreed to an audience in exchange,” the Ossene
voiced. “You have well earned it. Ask what you will.”
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Naya licked her lips. “I seek another like me. She looks very
much as I do. Similar hair, similar form, same size.”

“She is older.”

“She is.” This was Naya’s first glimmer of hope since coming
all the way out here. After two soul-sucking months of
continuous slipstream to the very edge of the galaxy, maybe
she was getting somewhere. “You know her?”

“I know of her. Rumors,” the mother clicked. “She has not
ventured here. And wisely so. The Kolteps would know
more...but only if you're skilled in weapons and conjuring.”

“I've heard’a the Kolteps,” Naya muttered.

“Have you?” The mother scoffed. “A few turns in this part
of Logos and I'd think you would experience more of them
than hearing...sorcerers that they are. A caution, morsel: they
are no pretenders. The Koltep Quintarchy wields powers from
the beyond. Especially their priestesses. They are naught to
trifle with.”

“Whaddo I need t'’know before I visit 'em?”

“Visit?!” The mother shivered out a grim laugh. “You don’t
‘visit’ the Kolteps. You attack them, and only when certain
you’ll prevail. Conquest and nothing else will get you what
you want from any of them, one or all.

“The traveler you seek would’ve believed herself welcome
among their smiles,” the mother continued. “But none of
them will tell you of her willingly. Not for your sonics or even
were you green like they. She might be rotting in their
dungeons this moment; but so or no, they’ll tell you about her
only for her weight in pain.”

Naya’s fidgets were taking over. Neck...shoulders...hips...
knees...they were all straining to twitch and gink her body
into a jinking marionette. She was desperate to get away and
wash all this spiderness off her, but there had to be more.
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“Where do I find ’em?”

The Ossene and the mother clicked at each other.

“If you heed the Kolteps themselves, you stand in their
territory even now. But such optimisms aside, the Quintarchy
has seized a world within the wilds. You'll have to brave Vrw
space to reach it, and that is nnno trifle.”

“Vrue?”

“Marauders. Scavengers. They take whatever can be of use.
Your vessel, for example. You can’t hope to fight them. They
number in billions. You must pass unnoticed. And if you do,
seek a blue-violet star with four worlds. The only such star in
the region. The Kolteps have settled its one life-bearing world
as an outpost well beyond their borders. I won’t bid you good
fortune. If you dare, go armed and unseen. And whatever
confession you manage to carve from them, trust nothing
beyond the facts they squeal under the persuasions of your
blade. All else will be deception.”

Naya masked her disgust and offered a bow. “I welcome
your wisdom. Are you familiar with a world far from here
that has enormous ruins. Like, landmass-size? Blue-black
metal like stone?”

The mother was silent. Naya didn’t know how to read her
movements, but the creature suddenly clicked, less at ease.

“Enough to keep my children from it,” the Ossene
translated at last. "The ruins are said to open another world,
but my kind never venture there so I cannot say. Should you
find your way in, do not expect to return.”

“Sounds like you know something more that might help
me,” Naya fished.

“It’s no ‘world’, as you say. It harks from the dreamtime.”

“Dreamtime?”

“Before the things that are, were. It is a remnant. Nameless.
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Here, yet not. Real, yet not. Dead, yet never alive. Even the
Kolteps and Vrw shun it. Whatever myths your kind may
have, that place came before them. Eons and ages before. It is
not evil. It is not good. It exists before such things and knows
them not. Sooner ‘visit’ your Kolteps than venture there.”

The mother made some kind of shift in her posture and the
Ossene stiffened, gripping Naya’s shoulder and yanking her
back toward the exit.

“Thank you.” Naya bowed to the mother, but when she
looked up it was rushing her, all eight limbs striding so
quickly Naya could see only speed blurs. The escort soldiers
leapt in front of Naya before she could even gasp. They faced
off against their larger queen with stunning bravery.

The mother halted in mid-stride, clicking furiously at her
disobedient children. But awed as they were by their
matriarch, the squad stood fast.

“What’s hap—”

“Do n-nothing...” The Ossene’s eyes were wide. Naya stood
like a pillar, forcing her squirms to fuck off.

The mother raised her hackles and shook like a rattler.
Bloodlust turned her feral, and the roar from her abdomen
grew into a deafening shower of sound — a two-hundred-kilo
rainstick. She lunged at one of the guards and the others were
on her in an instant.

Courageous soldiers fended off the titan queen who had
given them life while hatchlings scurried for shadowy recesses
beneath the legs of battle.

“Why’re they...?” Naya gaped until the Ossene yanked her
back by the arm.

“Climb! Stop for nothing!” He pushed her from behind.

“But...what're they doing?!” Naya rasped. “Why're they
protecting us?”
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“Not us. Their mother.” The Ossene climbed after her, still
frantically looking back.

“But...we didn’t attack! We didn’t do anything!”

“She couldn’t restrain herself. And they can’t allow their
own mother to be damned for devouring a god.”

Naya sputtered until actual words came out. “A GOD?!”

“When they...honored you during the concert.” He was
heaving breaths from the desperate climb, “You are gods to
them. They’ve never...experienced anything like you.”

“Wouldn’t a god be able ta hold her own against their
mother?”

“Are gods of music also...gods of war? Your perfor...mance
was miraculous...to them.”

Naya realized the Ossene was too spent to finish the climb.

“Here...” She grabbed his nearest furry arm and hooked it
through her waistbelt, then triggered her g-tech. “Hold on.”

“Waa...!I” He jolted as the harness coaxed them away from
the cliff face. “NONONO! NOOOOO!I”

Naya fumbled to shut off the g-tech and they both
scrambled for new handholds.

“It’s not dangerous!” she huffed. “I just wanna help!”

“Our f-forelimbs can’t suh-suh-support our full weight. It
will leave me behind!”

“Ohmigod!” Naya gasped. “I'm so sorry!”

He panted against the adrenalin. “We use...our tails.”

A frown darkened Naya’s features even more. “Well that
won’t be awkward.” She reached for his offered tail and
threaded it through her belt. An ancient song about a
beautiful balloon came to mind as they lofted up toward the
looming cave mouth. Naya had her back to the sky, with the
organizer dangling beneath her. The supersized lemur
couldn’t stop gawking at the world below.
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“I don’t believe the Rtchtchk are mistaken!”

“It’s not magic and I'm no god,” Naya assured him. “This’z
just technology.”

“Does sorcery not go by other names?”

Naya had never considered that before. If sufficiently
advanced tech was indistinguishable from magic, who’s to say
it was actually different? Where was the cutoff? What was the
cutoff?

Battle clamor from the darkness below recommended a
hasty departure, but the organizer’s extra weight turned their
rise out of the cave into a slow-motion tease. Naya’s belts
were calibrated for an adult human male; possibly two in a
pinch. If this had been Brock or Chaz doing the rescuing, they
would’ve had to leave the poor organizer behind. But Naya
owed this Ossene her life. If it hadn’t been for him and the
fearless Rtchtchk soldiers, she’d be shredded meat mulching
in a spider’s belly right now.

The tourette storm was working itself out of her joints as
she and her passenger broke out into open sky. The steep
walls of the crevasse gave way to low-lying hills and a
marshy, burnt-umber river delta that mirrored the late-day
sun back at her, reflecting like rose-tinted glass. But the wind
was taking them in the wrong direction, away from Naya’s
waiting HyperCycle. Now she’d have to deal with a water
landing in the delta and a long, soggy, reed-ridden
swampskim back to shore. Unless I call on the guyz.

Her cynic sneer broke out. Day ain’t over yet. But at least I
finally got a fucking lead.

+

EFS CHiseEL — LosT - DEC 2428
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The most immediate issues were being addressed and Chisel
stood down from alert, giving crewmembers leisure to notice
the outside view.

“That’s fully creepy,” Kennerick muttered.

Luminine didn’t bother nodding. Nobody’s eyes were on
her or anyone else. They all stared at the emptiness of the
cosmos ahead.

Every scifi show since the beginning had it wrong. The
visual of a ship passing through a random starfield was
nothing like reality. In the real world, you couldn’t lose your
orientation or direction in the cosmos. The everpresent
magnitude of the galaxy dominated everything. No simple
field of stars existed anywhere in galactic space, not even
looking straight up or down from the ecliptic. The glowing
core was always there shouting “true north” and the galactic
disc surrounded you on all sides like a starry hug.

This ‘hug’ made for a constant view that was etched into
every sailor’s eye, and no sailor had ever been outside of it.

But now, facing away from the core, Chisel had no
comforting galactic disc for reassurance. Not even the thinnest
whisper of galaxy. Nothing but the eerie openness of
intergalactic void stretching ahead. From here, the only stars
the crew could see were actually distant galaxies.

“View astern,” Luminine said, mainly to soothe nerves.

The view shifted, and now the glowing galaxy was right
where it should be, only smaller and dimmer.

“We are a lo-o-ong way from home,” someone mumbled.

“And in somebody else’s territory.” Luminine snapped
herself out of it. “Let’s see this inconvenient planet of ours.”

Kennerick switched the view to the world that almost ate
them. But it, too, was nothing familiar.

Luminine clucked. “Anyone in a mood to explain this?”
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“A theory,” came a new voice on the bridge.

She turned to the entryway. “Agent Wayte. Crashing
military shindigs these days?”

“I pledged my full bag’a tricks when I came aboard, Cap'n.
This planet’s cloaked. Designed to ghost itself on scanners.”

Luminine pointed at the viewports. “Not scanners, Agent
Wayte. That ghost out there’s a real-world view.”

“Eyes are nothing but biological scanners,” he countered.

“Ghost itself?” Kennerick griped. “It thinks?”

Wayte hedged a bit. Earth had become an entirely secular
world only two generations ago, and anything woo-woo was a
surefire way to obliterate credibility. But in this instance it
couldn’t be helped. “We're witnessing something historic.
This’z a world outta legend. Mythology even. We were never
clear on whether these existed, but they’re markers — galactic
beacons established at the foundation of spacetime.”

The bridge stared and Wayte looked around, meeting those
questioning eyes.

“Not familiar with Alliance lore? Anyone?”

“The Alliance is famously tight-lipped,” Kennerick
reminded Chisel’s semi-welcome passenger.

Wayte didn’t deny it. “This...” he gestured out the window,
“is not a planet. It existed before the galaxy. Before ordinary
matter coalesced into celestial bodies. These were the first
things in the universe to cohere.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“For what purpose?” Kennerick wondered aloud.

“I think they have a lotta purposes, but there’s no
textbook.”

Luminine had a thousand-yard stare. “Hints?” Her eyes
came back to the moment. “Inklings?”

Wayte shrugged. “Slipstream markers? Safe jumps from
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anywhere else whether it’s been threaded or not?”

“Not threaded?” Kennerick wasn’t buying.

Even Luminine herself huffed. “We’re told threading’s been
the way since the beginning. The only reliable deep-FTL nav.”

Wayte agreed. “Which is why a ship following broken or
degraded threads winds up scraping a ghost planet’s atmo-
sphere.”

The bridge was silent — techies processing new intel.

“You think we’ve been on a broken thread?” Kennerick
hated the idea, but Luminine was tapping her cheek.

“A safety.”

Cal nodded. “Among other undivulged things. And we’re
only still alive because of it.”

Luminine met Wayte’s gaze. He was nondescript in every
possible way. The quintessential agent. She gave him the
coveted captain’s nod of approval and turned to Kennerick: “I
want a ground survey of this planet. If it has a ground.”

Kennerick stepped close, his voice low. “Sure we wanna
risk direct contact?”

She matched his whisper: “A nice, safe flyover doesn’t
answer questions. But more’n that, we’ve been cooped up in
this can for half a year. Getting out’ll boost morale. Let’s go
see shit.”

“Aye, Skipper.” He begged off, all caution-eyes.

Twenty minutes later Chisel disgorged her dropships in
flights of three, all heading for different planet sectors.

+

DRoOPSHIP SEVEN — RUINS PLANET — DEC 2428
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DROPSHIP SEVEN SHOT DOWN THROUGH THE PLANET’S INDIGO SKY
AND HOVERED OVER A MASSIVE DROPSHIP SEVEN — RUINS
PLANET — DEC 2428

Dropship Seven shot down through the planet’s indigo sky
and hovered over a massive ruins complex hundreds of klicks
in every direction and more than a klick high.

“Freaky.”

“That all ya can say, Blink?”

He shrugged. “Shoe fits.”

Marx tooth-whistled from the cockpit. “Boots dirty, y’all.”

The mechs piled out and g-tech’d themselves into the air,
drifting toward the ginormous complex. Its acreage of near-
black metalstone tugged at them like a magnet.

“Could be a million or more years old.”

“Or a billion,” Tex added. “Who’d know? Cod, see if you
can get some shavings off the walls. We might find a way ta
date ’em.”

“Onit.”

“Lanx ’n Jitter, scout the east side. Blink 'n Tang, take west.
Honor 'n Chow, far end. Cools, you're babysitting. Krikey,
with me.”

The teams drifted deeper in, marveling at it all.

“Anybody else feelin’ this?” Tex open-mic’d.

#You talkin’ about the magnetism, Sarge?#

“Place is grabbin’ at us. Takes a lotta yaw t'’keep true.”

#Maybe this’z the energy source we’re lookin’ for?#

Tex studied the place through his HUD as he and Krikey
scouted the central channel. “Hey Cod, while you're there, get
all the closeup scans ya can.”

#Didn’t think not to, boss. Couldn’t even get close enough
til I took off my shell. Fuck-all hot out here. But it’s not
magnetism. I'm thinkin’ collapsed matter. Crazy solid. The tug
is gravity.#
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“Gravity?! Why didn’t Chisel catch it?”

#Maybe whatever shields the planet shields that, too. I
couldn’t even plasma off a single fleck. Nothin’. And Sarge, if
this really is collapsed matter, we're lookin’ at a Barrow’s Type
Six-minus. Maybe even an Omega-minus.#

“Z’at Global comin’ outta yer mouth, corporal?” Tex
growled.

#Opposite of the Kardashev scale. Instead’a measuring a
civilization by its magnitude, ya look at how small they can
go. A culture that messes with spacetime at Planck-scales can
do whatever the hell they want.#

#Hey, plenty scarish,# came Blink’s comment from across
the complex. #But Secret Agent Bro said this place existed
before the galaxy. Before other matter. Wasn’t no civilization
doin’ nothin’ back then. You're talkin’ super-natural shit.#

#Think I'mma stick with Doc Sukho’s word over some
generi-spy,# said Lanx, harking back to the mastermind who
turned Earth into a purely humanist world free from religion.
#Ain’t no supernatural nuthin’.#

#She never said ’dat shit,# Jitter griped. #Everybody always
gets it wrong. Go watch ’er again.#

“Talk is cheap, yo,” Tex intervened. “Cod, do whatcha can
an’ get back t'the LZ. You know how Cools likes company.”

#Foreign mass at ten o’clock,# Krikey interrupted.

“Reports every twenty,” Tex called to the rest of the squad.
“A’right, Krikes. Let’s go see.”

+

Inside was an enormous mad scientist-style tech chamber
complete with what could pass for stargates. A rotunda at
dead-center was capped by a dormant emitter array that
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peered down like an eye onto a deep well in the deck below.

A launch tunnel or runway stretched away to her left, and
unmanned control stations sat at all four corners of the
chamber around the central eye.

What the hell’s this? She gawked, then dared to stroll in
and wander around the bizarre place. This was one hundred
percent look-but-don’t-touch.

“You're wondering what something like this’z doing on
anything smaller than a cruiser.”

Naya managed to face the voice calmly despite it belonging
to the only man aboard who triggered something other than
her tourettes. “I'm wondering what this is in the first place.
It’s not any kinda tech I'm familiar with.”

Lt. Kennerick sauntered in and met her on the steps down
to the central pit. “You consider yourself well-versed in
military tech?”

Naya was happy to take his arm. “Only slightly better than
‘nothing at all’. It mainly strikes me as...unusual.”

“It is.” He stood tall. “Chisel’s a project ship, not an ordinary
command. Careers are made here, but not maintained here.
What you’re snooping through is an abandoned project from a
mission before our time, but it would’ve taken too much to
dismantle it before we set out.”

“You're letting deadweight take up all this real estate on a
long-term voyage to the rim? Nice try, Lieutenant.”

He offered a breezy shrug. “I'm not here as an apologist. If
this were an active project, the doors would’ve been sealed to
a guest.”

“Even a VIP?”

He eyed her with mock sternness. “Especially those.”

“Then, where d’you suggest a VIP go for fun aboard this
crazy-huge behemoth?”
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“Well, you've already sampled our clubs. Maybe the
Rubicon for a West End pint?”

“Pubs 'n clubs both, huh?” She didn’t mind letting her ‘deb’
self out for an evening. “Y’guys got it made.”

He agreed. “Deep deployments come with certain perks.”

“Like, maybe, being an XO without the extra stripe?” She
ran a fingertip along the two gold bands encircling his wrist.
Kennerick watched her, fully aware of what was happening.

“Do all musicians know fleet ranks?” His voice dropped into
a baritone as he watched her play.

“All?” Naya’s scoff came out as a breath, her light fingertips
tracing the double-breasted buttons of his scarlet tunic. “The
only thing all musicians know is what t'do with a free
evening.”

+

EFS CHiseL — CONTESTED SPACE — DeEC 2428

#Bridge to Captain: we’re picking up something enormous on
scanners.#

“How enormous?”

#Measures twelve light-seconds across, ma’am.#

Ops had the display up when Luminine reached the bridge.
The cosmos to starboard should’ve been clear, but a balloon-
ing bulk was steadily making its way toward Chisel

“How long?” Luminine felt tightness in her chest. Strength
was flooding from her legs and she had to force her knees stiff
to keep from folding. Wayte was here, and she caught him
turning to notice her. Nothing she could do about that.

“We could outrun ’em, but at current status, about thirty
secs.”

On it came, a solid sub-c cloud filling the scanner.
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Suddenly, Luminine was fighting to manage her breaths.
This can’t happen. She cursed the universe. There could only
be one reason for her body to be shutting down. She’d almost
lost her first command in a cosmic attack. Her mind flashed
back to the fateful day: how her arrogance ended the lives of a
hundred and eight people. Capable, highly trained, souls. It
started a lot like this.

Captains can’t have triggers, she told the ethers. But here
she was, trapped in a body that was coming unglued. Every
captain was trained to recognize the symptoms of PTSD in
their crew. Another few seconds and she’d be out of action.
No time to think it through.

“Mister Kennerick...”

He looked over. “Cap’n?”

She forced a few stiff-knee’d steps over to her chair and
stood beside it, clutching the headrest for strength. She hoped
nobody noticed her claw-grip. “I've just collapsed and you’ve
paged a medic to the bridge.”

All eyes were on her — shock and bewilderment. But each
vein and vessel in her body was clamping shut. It was every-
thing she could do to not black out.

Kennerick stared, then snapped himself into the game and
rushed to her chair, bringing up its full sitrep holotree.
Luminine was known to test her people, but...like this?

“I have the ship. What isit?” he demanded.

“Eleven-point-nine-six light-secs across.” Tac said. “Travel-
ing at about one-hundredth c¢.”

“Light-seconds of what?” Kennerick pressed.

“Scans don’t penetrate, sir. But I get hints of granularity.”

Small craft. Luminine soured. Now that she wasn’t on the
spot she had space to recover. She much preferred snack size
bandits over tiny bite size ones, and a quick glance at Wayte
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told her he was in the same camp. Then their eyes met.
Oh god... He knows!
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APPENDIX B:
FTL

Long the purview of science fiction, faster-than-light travel
was found to be possible not so much through the
development of new technology as through a seemingly
unrelated shift in mathematical philosophy. To understand
how this came about requires a brief glimpse into the status
quo prior to the shift.

The early twentieth century saw the discovery of two new
branches of physics: relativity and quantum mechanics. The
first, attributed to Einstein, relates to the macro-scale universe
— that is, activity at the cosmic level. Quantum mechanics,
posited by Planck, Bohr and others, relates to the opposite
scale — the micro-realm of atoms and subatomic phenomena.

The difficulty came when physicists attempted to combine
these two distinct branches of research into a single unified
theory to explain the known universe. All such efforts failed,
but not without first providing the world with a bewildering
array of colorful theories attempting the impossible. From
string theory and m-theory to parallel universes and universal
2D-holographic projections, every conceivable angle was
plumbed in the effort to resolve these conflicting paradigms
into a comprehensive model of physical reality. But the
solution would have to wait until billionaire and math
hobbyist Jonah Liesher challenged mathematicians with a
peculiar question: what if ‘infinity’ isn’t a bad result?
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For those unfamiliar with higher mathematics, any
equation producing a result of ‘infinity’ (shown notationally as
o), is considered to be nonsense and renders the equation
useless. This was the prevailing belief among all mathema-
ticians up to the mid twenty-first century, so Liesher’s
question fell on deaf ears. But only for a time.

Three decades after Liesher’s public challenge, an insight-
ful university student named Dominica Stultz presented her
doctoral thesis on the remarkable solution that, rather than
indicating a nonsensical equation, infinity simply identifies
the point at which the mathematics of the current domain
reaches its limit and the mathematics of the next higher
domain must be employed to find the correct result.

The term ‘domain’ is used here to indicate an environment
containing a certain number of dimensions (directions of
‘dynamic action’). Our own domain contains three
dimensions, or axes, of travel:

side-side (x-axis), back-forth (y-axis), up-down (z-axis)

Compare this with a domain of four dimensions, in which
the previous three axes of travel (x,y,z) are joined by an
additional direction of travel (for instance, in—out = w-axis).
Thus, a domain is a discrete realm uniting its given number of
dimensions into a single integrated environment.

This was demonstrated within Stultz’s thesis, and later
through physics experiments which proved that the math of
relativity (i.e., the math of macro-physics) goes to infinity at
the point where the macro-scale universe gives way to the
micro-scale of quantum mechanics. Not only did this show
there could be no unified theory to marry the two branches
together, but also that not all aspects of reality are physical/
three-dimensional.
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Stultz’s far-reaching legacy was to legitimize the existence
of higher-dimensional domains beyond our 3D domain.
Indeed, the quantum realm itself has been shown to be the
next domain up — a fact expressed as a domain including a
fourth or w-axis dimension of ‘in—out’ travel.

Our 3D domain limits movement and action to the surfaces
of material objects. Even drilling or cutting into a 3D object is
not legitimate inward movement, but instead merely exposes
additional surface area to the open air or to an adjacent
surface. This, therefore, does not qualify as ‘inward action’.
Only by shifting to quantum mechanics can we actually make
inward movement into the substance of matter, and this
requires switching to a different domain of math.

Following on that discovery was the identification of a fifth
dimensional domain. This domain serves as the universal
template that provides the quantum realm with its marching
orders. This ‘before-behind’ direction of movement (v-axis)
explains how the quanta of extremely small scales combine to
form the large-scale universe in which we find persistent
matter in all its complexity, from stars and planets to sentient
beings and all life.

Perhaps the most surprising outcome of this revolutionary
shift in understanding was that quantum gravity exists and
can be manipulated in ways that make faster-than-light travel
viable.

By engaging the gravity of dimensional domains beyond
our own, it’s possible to cause gravity waves through slo-
space/spacetime which the proper technology can harness and
‘surf’ at orders of magnitude beyond c.

This, combined with g-tech (aka antigravity), paved the
way for Humanity to reach the stars.

First- and second-gen stardrives reached velocities of 5 ly
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per hour, but today’s third-gen engines achieve 13 lys/hr and
sometimes greater. Teague Alaan’s thinktank has developed a
fourth-gen stardrive capable of 40+ lys/hr. His pet project, ESS
Anachronda, is equipped with such a drive.

APPENDIX C:
ORION ALLIANCE

It was with great unease that Humanity first encountered
alien life. Our initial ventures to the stars were tense and
risky, often resulting in the loss of ships and their entire crews
prior to the development of adequate materials and the
essentials of interstellar navigation. Having mapped the skies
from the restrictions of our planet, astronomers made
assumptions about the interstellar neighborhood that proved
disastrous.

One such assumption was that light travels through space at
a constant velocity. What astronomers and cosmologists failed
to take into account was that space contains varying densities
of quanta, and these form non-uniform pockets of drag on
light photons passing through them.

While the impact of these miscalculated speeds is negligible
within the solar system, it grows dramatic across cosmological
distances involving as few as a dozen light-years. Our early
expeditions frequently slipstreamed to star systems only to
find themselves in empty space, or worse, colliding with a
celestial body that was nowhere near its predicted location.

It took several decades to work out the bugs of our Navsys
— now universally referred to as NEVA — and in the course
of that fine tuning we stumbled upon the Orion Alliance. Or
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rather, we stumbled into the Alliance. Earth has always been
part of the Alliance whether we knew it or not. In fact, Earth
falls under the jurisdiction of this sprawling body comprising
over four hundred cooperative races.

The Alliance governs the entire expanse of the Orion Spur,
which is the regional outcropping of stars distinguishing itself
from the rest of the Sagittarius arm of our galaxy. The
majority of this region is highly civilized and advanced far
beyond Earth’s level, although such refinement tends to
decline toward the distant edges of the territory, lying as they
do at the border of the so-called ‘badlands’ between galactic
arms.

These shorelines, as they tend to be known, look out upon
galactic regions rife with mystery and rich in lore. There are
reports of atheric realms and races beyond these areas, much
the way ancient human maps listed dragons lurking beyond
the edges of the known world. But the Alliance has commerce
with a great many civilizations beyond its own borders, and
such legends are considered the stuff of fairytales by any
respectable culture.

As for the Orion Alliance itself, its political body occupies
an enormous station permanently positioned within the heart
of the Great Orion Nebula. From this little-seen hub, they
maintain guidelines and rules of conduct which unite its
many races into a flourishing superculture. This is also the
main base for the Alliance fleet, consisting primarily of
Kelleth-class light cruisers and Betan-class heavy cruisers.

The Alliance has existed for over a billion years in some
fashion or other, and its multi-racial technology borders on
the mystical, leaving us to presume that a single Betan cruiser
is capable of subduing an entire EarthFleet armada. Some have
even wondered if the Alliance is actually a mirage-like echo
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of a civilization that transcended 3D eons ago; though it’s
worth noting that this romanticism is vigorously rejected by
THEME (the Alliance’s omni-racial THreat EMErgence
agency).

In any case, the ships and remote stations of the Alliance
military are seldom seen by Terran crews, leaving us to
wonder just how extensive their fleet actually is. Their
apparent scarcity opened the door for EarthFleet to offer its
good-will services in outlying frontier areas.

Terran—Alliance relations have often been strained, and the
Alliance made its feelings about our spacefaring clear early on.
However, the actions and behavior of Trisha Thierry have
gone a long way toward ingratiating us with our Alliance
hosts. Largely because of her efforts, Earth is now welcomed
in the Alliance, and certain exceptional humans have come to
occupy some Alliance positions, including command of an
Alliance Kelleth light cruiser.

APPENDIX [:
DNA & LIFE

When researchers in 2039 formally announced the non-
natural tampering of the human genome, it signaled a sea
change in science. For decades, debates had raged about
whether the splice of two ancient primate chromosomes into
the combined 2nd human chromosome was an ordinary
mutation or a deliberate modification.

Although that particular fusion point was ultimately
categorized as natural, other modifications to the human
genome fell under intense scrutiny and were eventually
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deemed non-natural. finally, the public announcement was
made that the human DNA genome could only be a non-
natural modification of earlier DNA strands from preexisting
sub-species.

Of course, there’s no indication of who made this
modification. However, it’s strongly indicated that a
metaphysical agent would not have need to resort to physical
tampering. Such an agent would more likely produce an intact
genome without the need for modification or splicing.

The conclusion is that the human race was genetically
manufactured by some physical agent via progressively
modifying existing hominid DNA.

It must be noted that no race within the Orion Alliance has
taken credit for this, leaving Humanity’s ‘parentage’
anonymous.

R
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