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Delilah cut the call with Cat and suppressed a sigh. Catherine was … being herself. Which meant she took the news that Earth was about to be screwed over with all of the grace of someone who really didn’t give a fuck.

It was almost refreshing, in a way.

Delilah’s own worries paled in comparison to how little Catherine cared, because as far as she could tell, Catherine assumed that things would either work out, or they wouldn’t and they’d all be too dead for it to matter.

It wasn’t a way of thinking that Delilah could ever hope to emulate, but it was still comforting to witness.

She glanced to the side, where Princess was sitting with her knees drawn up to her chest in the passenger seat. She wasn’t wearing a seat belt, but Delilah wasn’t going all that fast, and she wasn’t planning to get into any sort of accident in the first place.

The young samurai … worried Delilah a little, especially given the news Cat had just dropped on her. “Atyacus,” she subvocalized. “Can you do a little digging into Princess and Knight? Confirm what Cat discovered.”

Of course. You must be aware that there is only so much metaphorical digging that I can do. The privacy of other Vanguards takes priority over the curiosity of the one. However, I can let you know what is a matter of public record.

Delilah nodded slightly, a very shallow nod, but one that her AI picked up anyway.

Tiffani Dupont, also known as Princess, has been a Vanguard for a little over three days. She was contracted soon after the death of her father, the previous mayor of New Montreal. Her identity as a member of the Dupont family was sealed until the time of the mayor’s death.

“How?” Delilah muttered.

There are certain provisions that members of the political elite can use to keep the identities of family members, the location of their homes, and other confidential information private. One of these was employed on young Miss Dupont until the moment she became a Vanguard. There are traces that the privacy shield was removed by another AI.


So, likely Princess’s own AI had removed whatever the mayor had put in place. Did she want to make her public identity easier to find after the death of her father? She wasn’t wearing any facial coverings. No mask, no helmet, nothing. It contrasted pretty hard with those samurai who did want to keep their identities to themselves. Like Knight.

Delilah sighed again, and this time she noticed Princess glancing her way. “Is everything okay, Miss Gomorrah?”

“It’s fine,” Delilah said. “We’re here.”

She pulled God’s Righteous Fury to a stop on the side of the road. There were a few other cars here, left abandoned on the sidewalk without a care.

Saint-Jérome wasn’t all that unfamiliar of a city. Not that Delilah had ever been here, exactly, but she could remember being raised in a much smaller city than New Montreal, before she was sent off to the convent. One city was much like the next. Apartment buildings crammed in as close to one another as possible, with the occasional commercial building, parking lot, or city infrastructure shoved in where they could fit. She’d even driven past a park. A little one, with exactly twelve trees and seven vending machines.

“Alright, all out,” she said as she pulled herself out of the Fury.

Hedgehog jumped off the roof of the car and landed with a slight bend of his knees. “What’s the plan from here on out?” he asked.

Delilah wished, in moments like these, that she had Cat’s grace when it came to giving orders and the like. Not that Cat was good at it. It was just that her … closest work friend had a fantastic ability to bullshit her way through problems that Delilah completely lacked.

“We’ll be moving northward and slightly east. Cat’s team is following Highway 117 north as well. We’ll meet by the far end of the city. There’s a Super Dollar there with a large parking lot,” she said.

“Got it,” he replied. “Well, I’ll see you there.”

Delilah reached out toward him, almost in time to stop him, but the samurai moved on toward the nearest side street, walking with a quick, determined stride.

She hesitated, then let it drop. The city wasn’t entirely swarmed by aliens. If anything, this was as close to an ideal learning ground as a new samurai could ask for. Lots of weaker enemies, with no time to establish themselves or set up traps, and a literal army riding up behind them when things went wrong.

There was something to be said about teaching someone by tossing them into the fire. There was probably a lot more to be said about carefully training a person through limited risk and with careful preparation. But that wasn’t how Delilah had grown as a samurai, and she’d turned out just fine.


“Did you want to stay close?” she asked Princess.

Princess nodded. “Yes, please,” she replied.

“Do … you have any weapons at all?” Delilah asked next.

The younger woman nodded, then reached into the ruffles of her dress and pulled out a rather ordinary all-gray handgun.

“Huh,” Delilah said.

“What is it?”

“I was expecting … No, never mind.” She didn’t want to dig into it. Maybe the gun had been bought before Princess secured her whole princess theme? Delilah had tried a couple of things before she decided that she preferred just burning everything to death, and even now she was experimenting with a few different techniques.

Mostly they revolved around fire, but sometimes it was just melting things with powerful acids, or sometimes it involved exciting something’s atoms apart.

“I’ll take point, then,” Delilah said. She reached into the trunk of her car and pulled out a flamethrower. It only took a moment to shrug the pack on and run a quick diagnostic to make sure it was ready to burn.

“I’m used to sticking behind a little,” Princess said. “Not, ah, not that I have much experience.”

“Oh?” Delilah asked. “Have you fought the Antithesis yet?”

“Yes. The day I became a samurai,” Princess said. “Isa—Knight and I were out of the city, at my dad’s estate. We didn’t kill that many.”

Delilah lowered her estimate of the girl’s capabilities by a whole lot. This wasn’t going to be like when she worked with Catherine, who … despite everything, was at least capable of pulling her weight.

“I’ll light them up, you finish them off, then,” Delilah said. It wasn’t much, but a few early points could really set a samurai up. Princess was even working for two, in a way. If the only person she was supplying was Knight, then it wouldn’t be all that bad. Delilah had enough cast-off equipment to supply a small platoon, and she’d only been a samurai for a relatively short while.

They started down a road adjacent to the one Hedgehog had taken. Delilah noted the soldiers coming up behind them, trucks unloading men at every intersection.

That was good. Soon enough, they’d have all the backup they could want.

“Atyacus, what’s the news saying about Phobos?” Delilah asked. She didn’t bother subvocalizing, so Princess was able to hear her loud and clear.

“Phobos?” Princess asked. “Is that a samurai? Or do you mean the moon?”

“I mean the moon, the Martian one,” Delilah said.


Not much news has reached the public yet. There are some tidbits on a few astronomy enthusiast websites, but the reports are conflicting and the sites are brushing it away for the moment. Mars has never been easier to see than right now.

“Because it’s close?” Delilah asked.

Because the entire surface is currently on fire.

“Oh,” Delilah said. An entire planet … That must be quite the sight, actually. And with Mars’s atmosphere being so light, she imagined it would burn quite strangely. She wasn’t averse to seeing it.

The Family and other Vanguard associations are tracking the Phobos Object now. A clearer idea of its projected landing zone should be available by 2130.

“Why are you talking about Phobos?” Princess asked guilelessly. She could only hear half the conversation, which … was a very Cat thing for Delilah to do.

“Sorry. I just wanted Atyacus to keep an eye on it for me. You’ll … learn more about it very soon,” Delilah said. “Don’t worry about it. For now, let’s focus on getting you a few kills, and a few more points.”

“Oh, I’ve been getting a few already,” Princess said.

“You … have?”

The samurai nodded. “Yeah! My sister is probably killing some already, because I have points coming in. Don’t worry so much about me! We’ve got something good going on, the two of us!”

Delilah wasn’t sure she was entirely on board with Princess’s big thumbs-up and bigger smile, but she supposed that with everything else going on, giving her a chance wasn’t so bad.

They would all need some chances in the coming days.
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Fighter, Cat, Ranger




For a fleeting moment, there was a real possibility that technology and weaponry would supplant the need for martial arts. The Antithesis put an end to any such thought. Humanity’s foe can be defeated with fist and strike.

—Sensei Mo’ Money, opening to his bestselling seventy-eight-part Martial Guide to Alien Killing, 2038



“There’s the cute little aliens I was looking for,” I said. There were only three of them so far, which was actually an auspicious number … maybe? “Myalis, what does auspicious mean?”

It means something that will lead to success.

Yeah, this was real auspicious. “Model threes. Knight, take the one on the left. Crackshot, take righty,” I said.

I was currently busy babysitting … No, that wasn’t quite the right term. Crackshot was capable enough, and while I hadn’t seen Knight at work, I trusted that she was at least minimally competent. I could probably leave and everything would work out just fine, so this was less babysitting and more coming along to make sure no one got overwhelmed.

The three of us were half-hidden by the shadow of a highway that led from south to north through the entirety of Saint-Jérome. It was probably one of those sixteen-way roads, judging by how thick it was.

The majority of the buildings here were apartments. I imagined that a lot of people lived here and drove or rode a bus to get to work in New Montreal. Or something like that. I hadn’t done a deep dive into the local demographics, but that made sense to me, and it matched up with the number of apartment complexes out here.

“Alright,” Knight breathed out. She reached to her hip, gripped the sword there, then pulled it out without any fanfare to hold it in front of her with two hands.


I knew nothing about sword fighting, even if I carried one around with me. I did it for clout and because it was cool. Knight handled hers like she knew how to use it as more than a metal club.

“I like this,” Crackshot said as he tipped his hat back. “Sharing, I mean. But, uh, won’t we get a percentage cut of all of this anyway?”

“I don’t know, actually,” I said. “Does it matter?”

He shrugged. “Guess not. Sixty percent of three-times-ten is more than just a flat ten, ain’t it?”

I frowned, trying to work the math out in my head. “Well, whatever, the result is still pretty small, no?”

Crackshot grinned, raised his old rifle up to his shoulder, then casually punched a hole through the head of the rightmost model three. The doglike alien took two more steps toward us before the rest of its body realized that it was dead. Then it flopped onto the ground, greenish blood geysering out of its stump.

I raised my Laser Pointer and took a couple of seconds to line up the sights on the middlemost mutt. A quick squeeze and then a tug to the side to correct my burst, and the dog was dead, two holes punched into its chest—and a third in the asphalt way off behind it, but that was no one’s business.

Which left the last one for Knight.

She seemed tense, even through all of that armor. That might’ve been having two people shooting past her, though. That’d make anyone tense, I figured.

I watched, ready to do something to help if she fucked up, but Knight just stomped toward the model three until the alien started running at her, its claws clicking on the asphalt. It leapt, and Knight simply stepped to the side, then, quick as anything, she lunged back, the point of her sword skewering the dog between two of the unevenly spaced black plates on its side.

While the model three was still reeling, she pulled the sword out, brought it up, and swung it back down in a chop that left the dog headless.

“Nice work,” I said. “You chip in something for those sword skills?”

“Huh?” she asked. “No? I did HEMA.”

I leaned toward Crackshot. “What’s her working in heating got to do with sword skills?” I asked.

He glanced at me. “That’s HVAC, or maybe HEPA,” he said.

“Huh?”

Knight stared at me, and even through her mask I could tell she wasn’t impressed. “HEMA is a broad school of martial arts. It’s pretty popular. You learn how to kill things with swords and spears. There’s a lot of training to fight Antithesis, just in case.”

“Oh, alright,” I said. So she’d gotten sword training the hard way. Impressive. “I had lessons on fighting too.”


“Really?” Knight asked. She looked at her sword, then casually swiped it clean along the alien’s back. “What kind?”

“Brawling, mostly? Scuffling?”

Crackshot laughed. “Roughhousing for me,” he said. “Oh, and I’m a black belt at drunken miss.”

“You mean fist?” Knight asked.

“I know what I said,” Crackshot replied with a grin.

I was just happy that we were getting along well, more or less. Knight was surprisingly nonconfrontational, all things considered. She could have been. Hell, I think she had every right to hate my guts.

I’d be pretty upset if I met the fuck who murdered my parents. Maybe not murderously so, probably, but it had been over a decade since it happened to me. I’d shot Knight’s dad … was it three days ago? Yeah, that was probably a little fresh.

“Hey, Myalis,” I muttered, low enough that the others couldn’t hear.

Yes?

“Can you keep an eye on Knight? I don’t want to be sworded in the back, if you know what I mean.”

I know what you mean. I can try to draw up a psychological profile of Knight, if you wish? Without access to a few key information-gathering catalogs, it’ll be rather superficial, based on what social media algorithms and private records have picked up about her, but it should be better than nothing. Or I could ask for Princess’s own AI to assist.

“You can do that?” I asked.

It’s somewhat strange, but I don’t think it’s too unusual. This exact situation, on the other hand, is rather unusual. It’s only the third time that a Vanguard has been confronted by another Vanguard whose parental figure they killed.

I shook my head. “Wait, this has happened three times? Anyway, yeah, do what you gotta. I want to trust her. She seems dependable enough, but I don’t wanna be stabbed. It sounds painful.”

One moment … From what I’ve been able to gather, Isabelle Dupont is a relatively levelheaded and pragmatic young woman. She has a high level of empathy, specifically for her sister, and a good work ethic. I could pore over her interests and hobbies for you, but I don’t believe that would be necessary.

“So, will she stab me or not?” I asked. I clammed up when I noticed Crackshot turn to look my way. That might have been a bit louder than necessary.

As long as you don’t threaten her sister, or act in a way unbefitting of a Vanguard, then you are unlikely to be stabbed … by Isabelle Dupont. I give even odds of you being stabbed by something, eventually. You are very careless, Catherine.


I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah, okay fine.”

We continued to walk, moving past the three model-three corpses. I did notice that Knight nonchalantly stabbed the one I’d shot, as if making sure that it was really dead. It was a casual little display of violence that had my hackles rising, but it was also perfectly pragmatic. The alien I’d killed still had a head attached to its shoulder, so why not give it a poke?

“So, those three were scouts, yeah?” Crackshot asked. He was scanning the area ahead. “We’re only a tenth of the way into the city. We’ll be meeting more of them, won’t we?”

“The outer wall only went down … last night? This morning?” I couldn’t quite remember from the briefing, but it was relatively recent. “Antithesis are quick to build hives, but we’re not going to find anything too intense in the city just yet.”

“That sounds like you’re trying to jinx us,” Knight said.

“Nah, I don’t believe in that kind of shit,” I said. “I’m mostly talking from experience. Kinda. Bigger models take a while to pop up. We might find some if the hive that hit the north end was bigger than predicted, but I’m expecting a pretty clean sweep of the city. Oh, look! More points!”

A pack of model threes was coming down the road, and I had a suspicion that the birds in the sky above were model ones. In the middle of the pack was a larger model.

It didn’t really matter. Crackshot took the big one’s leg out with a shot, then planted a couple more holes into it. I sprayed the rest of them down even as the pack started to really put on some speed.

Then they were almost on us, but being plant-brained morons, they focused on the nearest of us, Knight, and soon came to regret that as she started swinging that sword of hers.

Give us an hour or two, and I was sure we could clear out Saint-Jérome.
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IRC Is Forever




User Stooopid Princess [2036-02-12]: There are a few samurai who share their powers, yeah.

User Nene [2036-02-12]: Yeah, I want me some samtech bb!

User MierTam [2036-02-12]: Why don’t more do it?

User Khorne [2036-02-12]: Would you trust anyone but yourself with god-tier gear?

—IRC Discussion, 2036



“Uh, there’s a second group coming in from our right,” I said as I glanced that way. I didn’t keep my focus in that direction for long, not when we had more pressing issues coming from the front.

The deeper into the city we went, the more aliens showed up to ruin our afternoon. It was … actually pretty nice. So far, the biggest thing that had popped up was a trio of quill-covered model fives that Crackshot and I had taken out with a bit of concentrated fire.

The two of us alone were probably more than enough to take care of this whole group. Actually, I was pretty sure I could do it solo. I was less sure about Crackshot managing it on his own, but his way of fighting was more about sitting back and letting the aliens come to him rather than moving into them. He would have managed on his own, I think, just with a bit of effort.

But Crackshot and I had come to an agreement. Well, sorta.

It’s not like we sat down and talked about it, so the agreement was mostly built on a few shared looks and some subtle nodding to each other.

Yeah, we could have taken out all of the aliens we’d encountered so far. Crackshot was living up to his name, and I had grenades and a gun that was fully automatic. But if we went all-ranged badass, then the last member of our trio would suffer for it.

Knight swung her sword in a wide arc with a grunt, the blade whistling through the air before it crashed into the lower half of a model-three’s head, then kept on going right through. The model three gurgled as half of its head was severed, one of its big mandible-mouth things flying off.

That wasn’t quite enough to kill it, though, and it leapt forward toward Knight.

She spun with the momentum of her swing, ducking and weaving right past the alien before she planted her feet and lunged at its side. Her sword went in between two armored plates, then came right back out, stained a greenish black all along the blade.

She was doing pretty well for herself. I wasn’t sure what the point split was like for her, but I imagined that even if it wasn’t one hundred percent, she was still earning Princess a good number of points every minute.

“Need a break?” I called out.

Knight stood up and glanced around, then shook her head. “I’m still able to keep going,” she said. I could tell that she was panting, though, and I imagined that she was probably regretting some of her choices when it came to wearing full-body plate armor.

I nodded, then gestured to the right. There were some twenty-odd model threes rushing toward us from the far end of a side street. They were accompanied by a couple of model fours, the big tentacle boys pulling themselves after the pack like eldritch nightmares on crack. Somehow they were way more horrifying out in the open sunlight.

“Oh, shit,” Knight said when she saw the second group. But she flexed her arm a couple of times and looked ready to give it her all.

Then a squad of soldiers came out of an alley somewhere between us and the aliens. They got onto one knee, raised their rifles, and fired. There was a loud-ass cacophony of gunshots for a few seconds before the soldiers paused and all reloaded at the same time.

There was one surviving alien in the lot, a model three that had only been smacked a few times in the side. It started to crawl toward the soldiers when one of them—a sergeant, by the stripes—pulled out a handgun and finished it off.

The soldiers looked our way, and a few saluted before they started to cross the road as one tight-knit group.

I shrugged. It was kind of impressive to see, but I supposed that a dozen guys with fully automatic weapons should be able to fuck up some weaker Antithesis without any real issue.

Crackshot planted a round in the forelimb of the last standing alien in the road ahead of us. The model four stumbled forward, its tentacles grasping out even as a few went back and tried to staunch its own bleeding. The samurai lowered his gun and watched the bleeding monster approach before he turned to study the soldiers. “Looks like they caught up,” he said.


Down at the other intersection, I saw an APC slowly move into the middle of the road, its turreted gun swiveling around to face ahead. It fired a quick burst at something I couldn’t see. Troops on foot were keeping up with the armored vehicle.

“Yeah, I guess we slowed down a little,” I said. “We’ll be with the advance from now on, instead of ahead of it. Think we should tell them to hang back?”

“Nah,” Crackshot said. “No harm in being with them, I figure.”

We both watched Knight fight the model four in close-ish quarters. She took it out by the numbers, slicing apart grasping tentacles before moving in around the monster and slashing it across the side. Model fours were a bit trickier to kill, what with having no heads.

Death by a thousand cuts … Well, more like death by a hundred large gashes, but in any case, the big guy went down, and Knight stepped back, not even trying to hide her panting.

“Does your suit have any enhancements?” I asked.

“En … enhancements?” she asked in between deep breaths.

“Like, power armor shit,” I said.

“Oh,” she replied before shaking her head. “No, nothing like that. It’s all muscle. But the armor’s a lot lighter than it looks. It’s titanium and carbon fiber and some other light metals. I’ve worn formal gowns that weighed more than this.” She tapped herself in the chest with a faint clink-clink.

I nodded along. “That’s still damned impressive. Are you gonna keep upgrading as you go?”

“That’s the plan,” Knight said. “Princess’s AI is keeping track of the points I make. Princess buys me gear with half the points I earn, so as long as I work hard, I’ll keep getting better.”

That was … surprisingly fair. I wasn’t sure if I even used half of my own points to improve my gear, not when I spent a lot on other crap.

“You really care for your sis, huh?” Crackshot said. “It ain’t just anyone who would step up for someone else like that. Normal folk don’t go running toward the aliens, especially not with just a sword.”

“A sword is what I know how to use,” Knight said. “Never did like guns much. But if that’s what I need …”

“Eh, don’t sweat it,” I said. “The first time I saw Emoscythe fight, she had a scythe-sword and she fucked up a bunch of aliens.”

Crackshot nodded. “I’ve seen her fight too. In videos and the like. For research. She mostly uses close-range weapons. Though she also has a lot of mobility.”

“Mobility, huh?” Knight asked. She nodded too. “That might be something to look into, I guess. I was honestly thinking of investing more into like, shields? I could carry one, and maybe have some deployable shields too. Princess seems to be okay with guns, so if I can lock down areas and force enemies to come in from one direction or something, that could be sweet.”

I could see that working, more or less. Gomorrah actually fought that way a lot. She’d splash fire around and create barriers of it that the smarter Antithesis would gun around. Then she’d nail them as a group.

I glanced at the time. It had been forty-five minutes since we started our stroll. “Let’s keep moving,” I said. “Have you considered grenades yet? They’re kinda like melee weapons.”

“How is a grenade anything like a melee weapon?” Knight asked.

“Well, you throw it, don’t you?”

Knight gave me a look, then shook her helmeted head. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re weird?”

“Yeah, a few times,” I said offhandedly.

Honestly, I was pretty happy that I was able to banter and chat with Knight like this at all. That whole thing with her father … Well, it wasn’t the best way to start a relationship with anyone, let alone a more professional relationship.

This whole thing was going well so far, but I couldn’t help but feel like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Then again, Gomorrah had mentioned that the mother of all shoes was hurtling toward us from Mars, so maybe that was it.
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Coffee Break-in




Washington: What about the New Montreal branch? How are you faring?

New Montreal: NM is doing well enough. We have a few promising new samurai. None of them are space-capable yet. Our crop of high-tier samurai are all in Mars’s orbit already. We’re left with a few mid-tier samurai who have been keeping to themselves.

—New Montreal Family Internal Messaging, 2057



“Hey,” I said as I pointed to a little coffee shop on the corner ahead. It looked like the place still had power. Actually, most of this area was still powered. Lights were on indoors, and a few streetlights were still flitting between Coca-Cola red, McDonald’s yellow, and Fanta green.

“What is it, boss?” Crackshot asked.

The road ahead of us was littered with dead aliens. Mostly just model threes and maybe a few model fives and sixes to spice things up, but it was overwhelmingly small-fry that we were dealing with. “Let’s stop over there, grab a drink, take five.”

“It’s probably not open,” Knight pointed out. She was breathing heavily and covered in a whole heap of alien blood.

“Uh, yeah, I figured as much, but the lights are on. They probably have fridges with drinks, right?” I said.

“I guess?” Knight said.

“Right, so what’s the problem?” I asked.

She paused for a moment, then shrugged. “I guess it’s mostly just … not allowed? Sorry, I’m still not used to thinking like, well, thinking like a samurai, which I’m not, so … yeah.”

That was fair. “Don’t sweat it,” I said. “I don’t think the owners will be too pissed that we popped in to grab a drink. Hell, if they find out, they might use it for advertising or something.”

Knight nodded along, and we crossed the road to the sounds of distant gunfire. We were still a little ahead of the soldiers, having pushed forward while they moved in a more … stuttery fashion. They’d cover one road, clear it, then move on to the next with a fresh squad or whatever. It gave those who’d just done some work time to reload and such.

There was a communication network running between the three battalions present, and all of the smaller platoons that made up those battalions. I was privy to it, since some members of the brass were still under the misconception that I knew what I was doing.

The moment I clicked into the command channel, I picked up some chatter. There was a helpful little readout box that popped up in my augs, some secretarial AI transcribing everything that had been spoken so far. People were still talking aloud though, of course.

“East flank reporting in. I have three injured that need moving here. Low-priority.”

“West flank, update on the fire situation. We have three trucks hosing it down. Should be under control.”

“Keep me posted, west flank,” a familiar-ish voice said. The comms transcribed it as coming from Lieutenant Colonel Juno.

I cleared my throat. “This is Stray Cat, on the east flank. I was wondering if we could slow progress down a little on this side? Unless we’re far behind the west flank?”

“You’re a little ahead of the west flank at the moment,” Juno said. “May I ask what the pause is for?”

“Uh, I need to check in on everyone, and the broader situation. Crackshot’s still raring to go, but I think Knight needs five. Hell, I could use a bit of water too, you know?”

“Right. I’ll tell the sergeants on your flank to hold their next position. We could use some time to reorganize and bring ammo up to the front as well. Some troops need to be moved back.”

I frowned at the last part, then refocused on what was happening immediately around me. Crackshot and Knight had moved ahead while I was a little distracted. They were tugging at the predictably locked doors of the coffee shop. Crackshot pulled out the handgun at his belt, some sort of revolver, then blew a hole the size of a melon through the door and its lock.

An alarm went off in the shop, and the two slipped in and started looking for a way to shut it down.

“Are there lots of injuries?” I asked over the network.

“No ma’am,” Juno said. “But this is the first encounter with xenos for a lot of our ground troops. Puck Battalion is three-quarters filled with less experienced soldiers. Regulations suggest pulling soldiers back after their first violent encounter if their augmentations detect any major signs of stress.”


“Wild,” I said. I supposed it made some sense. Needed to ease people into the idea that if they fucked up, they’d be eaten. “Didn’t know we were dealing with so many noobies.”

“The Seventy-Seventh Recon Company and Twenty-Second ‘Maple’ Battalion are all veterans,” the Lieutenant Colonel defended. “Don’t worry, ma’am, we’ll handle our part. Let me know when you’re ready to move again and I’ll unpause the flank.”

“Got it, Stray Cat out.” I clicked out of the channel, then stepped into the coffee shop with a crunch of glass underfoot. The alarm had been shut down, and I found Crackshot arm-deep in a fridge behind the counter.

Knight was sitting at a table nearby. I slowed down as she reached up and undid a pair of clasps under her helmet, then pulled it off. Knight was … a girl. Well, a young woman. Maybe sixteen, seventeen-ish? She wasn’t a beauty. Actually, she looked a bit like her dad, but without the facial hair and the weight issues and … I wasn’t being very complimentary, so I turned back toward Crackshot, who was placing cans on the counter. “What’s your poison?” he asked with a grin.

“Eh, anything cold and fizzy,” I said.

He tossed me a can and I caught it out of the air with a fumble. Knight caught another with a smack, then looked at it. “Do they have water?” she asked.

“Ah, yeah,” Crackshot said. “I don’t drink that stuff.”

“You don’t drink water?” Knight asked.

“Fish fuck in it.”

I pointed to Crackshot. That was a fair and valid point. Then I had the front of my helmet fold in on itself, letting some fresh air bathe my face for the first time in a while. It was nice. I popped the tab on my drink, then sipped it. “Right, we can take five here. Get some liquids in you, maybe steal one of those doughnuts if they’re still fresh-ish?”

“Nah,” Crackshot said. “I gave them a poke, they’re all hard.”

“Sucks,” I said. “I’ll be checking the news for a minute, don’t mind me.” I went to a seat not too far from the others, then pulled my legs up and plopped them on a chair across from mine. It was comfortable enough, and it was nice to take some weight off my feet.

Sure, my boots were about as comfortable as could be, but I’d still been standing for a few hours. Also, my skin was still itchy. That whole skin-replacement treatment was probably worth it in the long run, but the moment I was sitting down and no longer active, I could feel the itch returning with a vengeance.

“Myalis,” I said, because I needed a distraction, fast. “Can you look into that whole exploding moon thing?”

Certainly. I’m assuming you mean Phobos?


“If that’s what it’s called,” I said. “Big moon over in … on? Around? Uh … Mars’s moon. Probably looks like the moon here, I guess.”

Your guess would be wildly inaccurate. Phobos is much smaller than the Earth’s moon. Or, it was. I suppose that it would no longer count as a moon of Mars now that it’s left the planet’s orbit.

“Cute,” I said. “So, Gomorrah didn’t give me a precise timeline for when that thing would be here. How long do we have?”

“Wait,” Knight said. “What are you talking about?”

I glanced over to her. “Phobos is coming to visit Earth.”

“The moon?”

“Yeah, apparently it’s smaller than Earth’s moon. Cool facts!” I said.

“Phobos’s original path, after its deorbiting, would have taken several months. However, the moon is still accelerating.”

“I’m not the educated sort, but I reckon that’s not supposed to happen,” Crackshot said.

“It’s some alien fuckery. Way, way above our pay grade. Or it would be if it wasn’t heading to our doorstep,” I said.

Given its current course and speed, and approximating the amount of fuel the moon could carry, as well as cross-referencing its movement with the movement of similar large Antithesis bodies in the past, Phobos should be approaching Earth in approximately nine days.

Nine days. A week and change. That … was actually a long-ass time. “Bet the Family are scrambling for space-capable samurai right about now.”

A general bulletin in that regard was sent out two hours ago, yes. You didn’t receive a priority version of it, seeing as how you’re still ground-bound. There are ways for you to obtain orbital capabilities with your remaining points, but I’m afraid that it wouldn’t be anything luxurious or capable of assisting much.

Right, so I had nothing to worry about, then. “Alright! Two more minutes, then let’s head out. We’re probably going to want to earn as many points as we can, while we can.”
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Big Cat Attack




A “milk run” was an action that was deemed simple to undertake. The expression came from the routes taken by milk delivery drivers in the past.

Now, with Milk™ being such a luxury commodity, the expression has faded to irrelevance.

—Oxford Online Dictionary, Premium Definitions, 2039



“Hey, there’s the wall!” Crackshot said. He pointed ahead of him with his free hand, then refocused on plugging alien heads with his bolt-action.

I fired my last few rounds into the crowd of Antithesis in front of us, then stood a little taller while reloading. He was right, over the sea of aliens was a wall. It was some three or so meters tall, made of naked concrete with iron girders at the back, and had plenty of holes blown through it. Some sections had collapsed inward, probably kicked in by the aliens currently pouring into the city.

“Nice! Alright, let’s push these fucks all the way back to the wall, then we can plug it up!” I shouted over all the noise.

We were the ones making that noise, mostly. Model threes and the other lower-tier models were usually pretty silent. No roaring or screaming. The only noise they made was when they charged around, and even that was their weird feet thumping the ground.

Right now, the entire eastern front of our operation was squeezing in, following the edges of the outer walls of Saint-Jérome. The city was more or less oval-shaped, so we were just now reaching the end of it.

Highway 117 came swooping down ahead, descending into a line of toll booths at ground level. We were going to have to block those out too, but for now what was important was plugging the gaps in the wall.

I glanced over my shoulder real quick while fitting a new magazine into my Laser Pointer. Knight was hanging back a bit. She had an assault rifle in hand, given to her by one of the soldiers forming a barricade behind us.


Sure, she wanted to kill things with her sword more than anything, but there was a point where that wasn’t realistic. With half the Fifth Battalion gathering up in one big line, supported by armored cars and all, the amount of crisscrossing fire into the horde was way too high for one girl to be standing in their way.

So, Knight had been given a gun and was plinking away at the carpet of aliens.

I finished reloading and turned my attention back to the front. This area was mostly occupied by apartment blocks. Not the megabuildings I was used to back home, but something similar in design ethos. These were big, all-white squares, maybe five stories tall, with a recessed entrance on the ground level. It was going to be a bitch and a half checking each one for any alien that snuck off, but that would be a problem for later.

I fired a few bursts into the aliens ahead and grinned as those I hit flopped bonelessly a dozen meters away. We were concentrating enough fire on them now that there was no way they’d be making it, at least as long as our ammo held up and they didn’t pull anything funny.

“Myalis, garrotes,” I said as I extended a hand to the side.

Here you go.

A grenade landed in my hand and I casually flicked off its spoon before tossing it as far ahead as I could. It burst into action near an intersection ahead, sending sliced bits of alien flying every which way.

I called for a few more garrotes and tossed them out over the heads of the aliens. It created a few spots where the horde was shredded apart. The best bit was that with the aliens pushing themselves forward, they were being pressed into the field of those grenades without time to move around them.

I laughed as I opened fire again. The front of the horde was thinning out. Soon, we’d be able to move up another block, and then it was one more until we hit the kill zone between the wall and the city.

A click in my ear and a flash on my augs alerted me to an incoming message, this one over the command channel. “Stray Cat here,” I said as I clicked into it.

“Ma’am,” said Lieutenant Colonel Juno. “I’m with Lieutenant Colonel Britannica, of the Twenty-Second armored. He’s broken through the outside of the city and is ready to spread out to either side.”

I frowned, then put it together in my head. The armored division had gone ahead way at the start of the fight, they had Tankette with them, and they had a fuckload of normal tanks. They were supposed to reach the east end of the city and plug it up for us. Which clearly hadn’t happened yet. “Right, I’m surprised you haven’t covered the inside of the wall already,” I said as I tossed an empty mag aside and called up another.


“Hrmm,” a new voice said. My augs labeled it as the voice of Lieutenant Colonel Britannica. “We met more resistance than we expected. We’re ready to play the anvil to your hammer.”

“Alright. We’ll charge up to the wall, then,” I said. With the armored battalion on the other side, that should stop any more aliens from coming in, and then we’d just have to double back and send search teams through the city to look for any remaining pockets of resistance. “How’s it looking on the outside?”

“Alien numbers are higher than expected, but not beyond what we can handle,” Britannica said gruffly. “We’re tracing the direction of incoming xenos to pin down the location of their hives.”

Hives, plural. Great. We were going to have to take care of that sooner rather than later. “Okay. Hang tight, we’ll be at the wall in ten minutes or so. How’s the west flank?”

“Samurai Gomorrah has just arrived at the wall there. The other half of the Fifth Battalion is setting up defensive measures now,” Juno said.

Damn, Gomorrah had gotten ahead of me. Probably that little break we took. Or maybe we were just moving slower. “Got it. We’ll be moving up now. Stray Cat, out!”

Crackshot looked my way. “How’re things going?” he asked.

“We’re too slow,” I replied. “Do you mind if I bring in the heavy shit? We need to speed things up a little.”

Crackshot shrugged. “Go ahead,” he said.

By “heavy shit,” I of course meant my mecha. The giant cat mech thumped its way to the front, then lunged over the row of soldiers walking behind us to land with an earth-shaking crunch next to me. I pointed ahead at the aliens still rushing our way. It wasn’t necessary to point, but it felt cooler. “Kill them,” I instructed.

The mech’s front lowered, then its shoulders unfolded, two multi-barreled guns slipping out from enclosures within the mecha before they pointed ahead. Then they both let out ungodly brrts. Two streams of lead flowed out ahead, crisscrossing and spreading out so that they covered the entire wave of aliens.

What they left behind were hole-riddled corpses, some of them burst apart from the shots they’d taken.

I didn’t even need to pull out the big guns for this kind of small fry.

“Well, shit, we could have done that sooner,” Crackshot said.

“Yeah, but I want you to get some kills, and Knight too,” I said.

Sure, I had a few ways of wiping out a horde this small on my own without too much trouble. Hell, I had bombs for days. If I didn’t care about collateral, I could turn this end of the city into a series of creative craters, but that wouldn’t be fair for the newbies.


They needed a chance to practice their shit and get some early points too.

I suspected that I’d been given the same chance too, way back when I started a few weeks ago.

Deus Ex had been around, and so had a few other higher-tiered samurai. They could have probably wiped the floor with any number of aliens, but I suspected that they had left little “bubbles” of untouched space around any new samurai, giving us a chance to get some early levels in.

I was all for doing the same, especially if it meant less work for me. “Alright, let’s move up!” I called out to the troops behind me.

I didn’t expect to get a cheer in response, or see some hundred-odd soldiers start charging the aliens, but I wasn’t about to complain. I ran along in front of them, the mech charging out ahead and crushing whatever was left underfoot.

The wall came up soon enough, and the entrance there was jam-packed with aliens crawling over each other to get in through a few fallen sections. I don’t think the soldiers were expecting a counter-charge, but Antithesis brains being what they were, their only response to seeing an aggressive attack was to attack right back.

Fortunately, we had guns.

I flicked on the command channel again as I slowed down. There were sergeants trying to get things back in order while some soldiers were repeatedly shooting into corpses or stabbing aliens with bayonets. “Hey, Lieutenant Colonel Juno? Yeah, we’ve made it,” I said.
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105mm Armor-Piercing Fin-Stabilized Discarding Sabots for Fun and Profit




The trees are coming! Oh God, the trees are coming!

—Overheard from a soldier of the Forty-Fifth Heavy Battalion, 2048



Things were going fine, and it was making me nervous as fuck.

The wall was properly defended now. There were tanks sitting on the outer side blowing up anything that showed up, we had mortars being installed, and pre-fabs were coming in from behind. I even checked the reports to see if there was anything going wrong anywhere.

The worst I found was one report about a common sidearm having ammo that wouldn’t work half the time, and a second report about a logistics train being ambushed in the city. But the train was defended, so the ambusher was mowed down in short order. More teams were being sent back to comb through every building to look for stray aliens to shoot.

I almost jumped when Gomorrah called me. “We have a problem,” she said.

“Oh, thank fuck.”

“Pardon?” she asked. “Are you … happy that we have a problem?”

I nodded, even if she couldn’t see me. “You wouldn’t believe how happy I am. I was getting real worried there. What’s the problem, and is it the sort that can be blown up?”

“ … Yes, Cat, it’s the kind of problem that you can blow up. Can you meet me at the front? There’s an FOB … a forward operating base, over by the edge of Highway 117. Princess and Hedgehog are here, as well as Tankette.”

“Alright, I’m on my way. See you in five,” I said.

“See you in ten,” she agreed before cutting the line.


I rolled my eyes. Just because I’d been consistently late in the past didn’t mean that I was going to be late again today. I found Crackshot chatting it up with a few soldier types while wiping a cloth over the barrel of his gun. A tap on his shoulder and a point out ahead was enough to get him to follow me. Knight was hanging out by the edge of the wall, her back pressed up against one of its pillars and the visor of her helmet raised so that she could stare at … a physical phone.

“Is that a smartphone?” I asked as I got closer.

She looked up and nodded before tucking the phone away in a belt pocket. “It is. My dad … kind of insisted that I learn how to use one.”

Weird, but whatever. Rich people would want rich people toys, I supposed. They’d gone out of fashion some thirty years ago, but I supposed that fashion stalled a lot for the upper crust. “Alright. Gomorrah said there was trouble, so we’re going to go find it and blow it up. Wanna come?”

“Uh, sure,” Knight said. She stood up, and then followed as Crackshot and I made our way out.

It was kind of strange to step out past the walls. The space within was all city. Sure, it was some shithole little city, barely worthy of the name, and it probably didn’t even have a seven-figure population, but it was still urban. The space right outside the walls very much wasn’t. It was open, cleared fields for about half a kilometer, then scraggly woodlands that no one seemed to care about clearing.

The tanks of the Twenty-Second were spread out across the space, each one with a dozen meters between itself and its neighbor. There were two companies of heavy armor in that battalion, which made twenty-eight tanks in all, plus another two companies of lighter armor. That made for a pretty long line of heavily armored “Fuck off.”

Any aliens coming in from the north were going to be running into a rude surprise. And that wasn’t including all of the infantry sitting around, or the APCs and lighter transports that still had guns strapped on because fuck it, why not?

All that to say I was feeling pretty confident when I walked up to the middle of Highway 117 where someone had set up a massive unfolding pavilion tent. I supposed that the mobile bases were still at the other end of the city, so we’d have to handle things without that convenience.

Gomorrah’s Fury and Tankette’s mini-tank were parked off to the side of the tent. We walked past them, then ducked into the tent itself. Gomorrah was there, sitting on one of those shitty foldable chairs next to Tankette. Hedgehog was at the back of the room, minding his own, and Princess was pacing in the corner. Across from them was Lieutenant Colonel Britannica and Lieutenant Colonel Juno, the two of them talking while looking at a tablet held between them. There weren’t any fancy projectors, just a normal-ass table in the middle of the room with some maps unrolled on it.

“Hey,” I said calmly as I walked over to Gomorrah. “You said there was trouble?”

She glanced up at me, then nodded. “Some. Take a look at this.” She made a small gesture in the air, like she was flicking something my way. My augs got a ping at the same time. A video file? I opened it, then enlarged it so that it was just about the only thing I could see.

It was satellite footage. Or maybe drone footage? In any case, it was taken from high above the ground. The video scrolled across a city that had to be Saint-Jérome, then continued northward, following the highway for some ways. There were lots of forests, and a few small towns built up around intersections on the highway.

Then the video stopped above … something big. Or lots of big somethings, rather. An uneven line of black splotches. They were moving, but not quickly. The camera fixed on one that was ahead of the rest by a bit, then zoomed in on it.

It was covered in leaves and greenery on top. Actually, if there weren’t so many of them and they weren’t lined up, I might have dismissed them for a couple of trees, but this thing was moving, and because it was zoomed-in-on, it was easier to make out the small figures around it as model threes.

“What in the fuck are those?” I asked.

“Model twenty-twos,” Gomorrah said.

“I’m … sorry, but what are those, exactly?” Knight asked. She had moved around the room to be next to Princess. They were both looking at the same video on a tablet held between them. What was with all the handheld shit today?

“Model twenty-twos are also known as mobile hives,” Gomorrah said. “They’re one of the larger models in the twenty-range of Antithesis. They’re six-legged, big, and pretty tough. They’re also not an offensive model.”

“They do shit out offensive models,” I said.

“I … wouldn’t use that term, but it’s not entirely inaccurate,” Gomorrah said with a nod. “Model twenty-twos can produce smaller models. Anything in the lower ranges that’s smaller than a midsize car. They can produce something like ten model threes an hour, or between two and four model fives in that same timespan. They often produce mixed models.”

“How many of them are there?” I asked. I scrolled back in the video, then counted the line. “I see seven?”

“We know of nine,” Gomorrah said. “But for all their size, they’re relatively hard to spot.”


“They’re heading this way,” Princess said. Then her face lit up in a massive grin. “They’re heading this way! We’re going to get to see you at work, Miss Cat!”

“Uh … uh-huh,” I said. That girl still creeped me out something fierce. “We’re going to have to roll out the welcome wagon for them, that’s for sure. If they are heading this way, will the Twenty-Second be enough to take them down?” That last part was directed to the two Lieutenant Colonels.

Britannica sniffed. “I’d like to see them stand up to a salvo of 105mm armor-piercing fin-stabilized discarding sabots to the face!”

“Myalis, I’m going to assume that that would work?”

Yes. That would certainly be sufficient to take out a model twenty-two.

I nodded. “Cool. So we either sit back and wait for them to get into range, in which case we blow them the fuck up, or we rush out there and mess them up ourselves.”

“I think the problem isn’t so much the model twenty-twos as it is the number of them, and their origin. There’s a hive to the north capable of producing a large number of these. That’s a concern,” Gomorrah said. “And just because they’re coming this way doesn’t mean that they won’t stop out of weapon’s range and just sit there producing more and more aliens to send our way.”

“They have a lot of biomass available to them,” Hedgehog said. We all turned his way. “I’ve seen this kind of thing before. They’ll sit way back and start pumping out weaker models by the dozen, then by the hundred, then in massive swarms. We’re going to run out of bullets before they run out of trees and dirt to eat.”

Well, that was a bit of a problem.
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Forbidden Bath Salts




A river red beneath the moon,

Carves through the land, a sorrowed tune.

It flows where hope and dreams are slain,

In its wake, only shadows remain.

Red River Armaments.

Violence is Poetry.

—Ad for the Red Moon auto shotgun, 2041



“I suggest violence,” I said. That had a few of the others turning my way, so I shrugged and decided to explain. “Look, if we sit on our thumbs and spin, then we’ll never get anywhere before the aliens gather enough biomass to eventually overwhelm us.”

“Sit on our … oh, I get it,” Princess said. Then her face reddened. “I wish I hadn’t.”

“Do you have to be so crude?” Knight asked.

She hadn’t seemed to mind so much earlier, when Princess wasn’t around. Was Knight that bothered about the purity of her sister’s mind or something? I could recall a few people who were scandalized by the language we used at the orphanage, but that generally only encouraged us to be even more vulgar.

“Right, point is, if we sit here, we’re gonna get … fricked? No, I’m sorry, Princess, I’m not censoring myself, that shit’s fucked.”

“It’s okay, Miss Stray Cat,” she said. “I wouldn’t want you to be anyone but yourself.”

That earned her a look from a few of the others. Tankette especially seemed a little worried. “Uh-huh,” I said. “So, if we sit here, we die. Or worse, we’ll have to call in reinforcements to bail us out in a few hours, maybe a day if we fight hard enough, right? Myalis, can you give us rough estimates here?”

Certainly. Based on the number of model twenty-twos, I can reach certain conclusions about the size and capabilities of the hive producing those models. These are, of course, very rough. Several factors come into play: The distance from the hives to their advance, the approximate age of the hive, the local available biomass, and the hive’s temperament.

I nodded along. The others did too. Myalis was transmitting live, her voice coming from all of the little speakers in the room at the same time. Somehow it didn’t sound like shit, despite the varying quality.

On the lower end of that spectrum, it is entirely possible that a relatively young hive has dedicated all of its production to the birthing of the nine visible model twenty-twos. This would have taken a small hive three to four days, less if the initial models started to produce assistants from the moment of their birth. This scenario is unlikely.

“And the high end?” Gomorrah asked.

On the opposite end of the same spectrum, weighing for the currently visible number of Antithesis in the region, it’s possible that there is a medium-to-large sized hive that has split its production, creating several model twenty-twos in order to expand faster while also keeping up the production of a variety of other models. This scenario is also unlikely.

“So, what’s likely, then?” Crackshot asked. He reached under his hat and gave his hair a scratch.

The most likely scenario is something closer to the middle of these two extremes. A moderate-sized hive producing two to three model twenty-twos a day to assist it in expanding while also producing smaller models in order to gather local biomass and protect its main structure.

I nodded along and started to think of what to say next. Surprisingly, Hedgehog cut in before I could think of anything halfway smart to say. “I know these aliens,” he said. “From experience. They’re not smart. It’s wrong to give them more credit than they are due. Not to say that they’re weak. They’re not, not when there’s enough of them, but they’re also not able to think. They act on instinct. If this hive’s acting this way, then there’s something in its environment that’s pushing that.”

“Myalis mentioned the hive perhaps creating these model twenty-twos to expand further,” Gomorrah said. “What would make a hive want to expand?”

This time, it was Atyacus who replied. He always sounded kinda smarmy to me. “If a hive growing in an environment that is inconducive to its growth is aware of areas beyond it that are more capable of sustaining it, that hive will usually attempt to either move itself, grow toward the richer environment, or dedicate all of its biomass to creating the instruments necessary for a new hive to be born in that better location.”

“Like a dandelion growing between the bricks,” Tankette muttered.

I glanced at the maps on the table. “Are there any shitty places for hives out there?” I asked.


Gomorrah leaned back. “Prévost is to the north and a little west, along the highway. An evacuation was called, and most of the city’s population moved out, but there’s a militia and some locals still there. They’re not reporting anything special.”

Lieutenant Colonel Juno’s eyes widened. “Oh,” he said.

“Oh what?” I asked.

“I … shouldn’t say,” he replied. He looked up, meeting my eyes, then nodded slightly. What … what was that supposed to mean?

He wants you to ask him anyway, Catherine.

Oh, he was being fucky. “Tell us anyway,” I said.

“Is that an order?” he asked. The other lieutenant colonel was giving him a look, but he wasn’t stepping in.

“Yeah, sure,” I said.

“In that case, I suppose I have no choice. Echo Lake, to the north of us, east of Prévost. It was purchased from the government by a small private company.”

“A company bought an entire lake?” Princess asked.

“The company was co-owned by Baytheon and Bonsanto. They used it for a joint venture, testing a prototype weapon’s platform.”

“They needed a whole-ass lake for that?” I asked next. Judging by his annoyed look, he was getting pissed at all of the side questions.

Still, Juno nodded. “Yes. They were developing a weapon to assist in the removal of underwater hive structures. They used the lake to test it. It was not successful. The lake and its surroundings were fenced off, and the area is now considered a biohazard zone.”

Myalis was kind enough to pull up a satellite image of the lake in question. From above, it was a roughly squarish lake, one that looked like it had dried up a whole lot. The area all around it was yellow, as if all the grass there had been burned away. That went on for a while, too, and I could trace the location of little rivers and shit because of the dead vegetation around them. “When was this?” I asked.

“Some five, six years ago,” he said.

There are no public records of this. There are, however, tangential ones. The company’s founding, its initial growth and hiring period, and its relatively recent closure. Furthermore, there are reports of a threefold increase in cardiovascular issues in the area, as well as a sixty percent increase in lung and kidney cancers for all humans within a hundred-kilometer radius downwind of the site.

I shut off my helmet’s mic. Myalis had sent that last tidbit to me alone. “Isn’t New Montreal within a hundred kilometers?” I asked.

Yes.

“And no one’s throwing a shitfit over it?” I asked.


Cardiovascular issues kill more humans than the Antithesis do every year. Masking this wouldn’t be overly difficult.

“Huh … add the CEOs and shareholders of both companies to my shit list, then send it to the Family,” I said.

Noted. Sent.

“Okay,” I said, then remembered to turn the mic on. “Okay,” I repeated, as if I hadn’t just fucked up. “So, good odds the hive started in that spot, where whatever hyper-fucked insecticide is messing it up. Honestly, I kinda don’t want to bring the soldiers in closer unless they’re in full PE gear.”

“PPE,” Gomorrah said.

“That too. Which means it’s just the samurai here. Can you guys hold off any aliens without us while we run up north and blow this hive up?”

“Is using explosives a good idea?” Hedgehog asked. “That’s against standard procedures when dealing with any space where the dirt is a carcinogen. You don’t want to toss it into the air.”

“Ah, right … Well, we’ll kill it some other way, but it’ll be dead in the end,” I said. “I’m not anyone’s mom, so I can’t tell you guys what to do, but I’d suggest some gear to resist whatever fuckery’s in the air.”

“I am someone’s mom,” Tankette said. “And I’d really appreciate it if everyone took some basic precautions here. Better safe than sorry.”

Princess nodded. “I’ll do what I can. Knight, too! We made a heap of points today, so it’s no big deal.”

“Cool,” I said. “So, we ready to head out right away?” The sooner we hit the hive, the faster we’d be done. And I didn’t want to be out there after night fell.

“Before that,” Tankette said, “maybe a light lunch, and some time to use the washroom?”

I blinked. “Yeah, okay, sure.”

Fuck it, it wasn’t like anyone wanted to piss behind a radioactive bush, not when there were good odds the bush was part Antithesis and just waiting to bite your ass.
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Exotic Cuisines




You don’t want to go to war with an empty tummy, now do you?

—Tankette to Brigadier General Thibodeau, 2057



We had a light lunch, which in my mind meant ordering up something from Myalis to snack on before we headed out, but apparently that wasn’t right according to Tankette.

The woman heard my plan to just order something to eat, then calmly but firmly put her foot down. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said.

“You don’t?” I asked.

She shook her head. We were still in the command pavilion in the middle of the highway, but Tankette looked ready to leave. “Sure, ordering food is fine when you’re busy, but you can’t order food that has any love or attention put into it. Come on, follow me, please.”

I glanced at Gomorrah as Tankette left the pavilion, but all I got out of the nun was an unhelpful shrug. So I followed after Tankette toward her tank, and soon the others did the same with varying amounts of enthusiasm.

The tank was parked next to the Fury, but it started to rumble and move before Tankette was even there. The little tank rolled toward us, then turned on the spot so that its rear was facing our way.

Tankette popped open a small trunk at the rear, and I blinked as I saw how much space was in there. It looked like the space where the engine should have been was mostly taken up by shelving and a few unfoldable things.

Tankette tugged a bar out, then stepped back while pulling it. A whole mini-kitchen came out of the back, along with a small countertop. Pieces clicked into place and parts folded into parts that snapped and locked until she had her entire setup ready before her.

There were two little stovetop rings, a small oven-looking thing, and what I suspected was a microwave next to the bottom half of a blender. “Okay,” Tankette said as she turned our way. “Are there any dietary things I should know about?”


I looked around. “Uh, not for me?”

“I’m fine with everything,” Gomorrah said. “Are you going to … cook?”

“Why yes, of course,” Tankette said.

“Strange,” Crackshot said. “But alright, I’m down for it. I don’t like onions.”

“Don’t like, or are allergic?” Tankette asked.

Crackshot frowned. “You know when you make eggs and you leave a bit of shell in the egg and then you bite on it?” he asked. “Yeah, onions do the same for me. It ain’t so much the flavor, it’s the texture that’s all wrong.”

“I’m allergic to sesame seeds,” Princess said with a little wave. “I get a rash, it kinda sucks.”

“I’m vegan,” Knight said. Next to her, Princess rolled her eyes.

“Nothing here,” Hedgehog said.

Tankette clapped her hands. “Fantastic! Does anyone want to help me cook? I’m thinking … a nice little veggie stir-fry? Princess, are you okay with quinoa? I think it’s a kind of seed.”

“I think I’m okay with that, yeah,” Princess said. “I can help you cook. But Knight can’t.”

“What? Why not?” Knight asked.

“You don’t know how to cook,” Princess pointed out.

Knight shifted a little. “So?”

“You can help with the cutting,” Tankette said. She turned toward the countertop at the back of her tank, and then a few boxes thumped into place. They were the same plastic boxes as every other item ordered up for points, only these had little cartoon tanks stenciled on the sides. One of them looked a bit thicker, like an insulated cooler.

Hedgehog moved back a little, looking entirely unwilling to help with all of this, but Crackshot stepped up and started to unpack things next to Tankette. “Lemme help ya there,” he said. “You said stir-fry, yeah? Never was one for that kinda fancy stuff, but I know my way around a potato peeler just fine.”

Our group split in half. Those of us who could and wanted to cook, and the rest of us who kind of just … lingered there.

“Uh, so you were a PMC, yeah?” I said to Hedgehog. He was standing there with his arms crossed, looking a little frustrated with all of this.

“I still am,” he replied. “My contract hasn’t expired.”

“You know, as a samurai, I don’t think you actually need to follow any contracts,” I said.

He nodded. “I know.”

“Okay, well, if you know,” I said.

He glanced at me from the corner of his eye, then sighed. “Forgive me. It’s not about the money or even loyalty to the company. It’s about principle. I don’t break contracts. I gave my word, I signed the paper. At this point, the entire thing is a farce. The company can’t decide if they want me around or if I’m a liability, so they basically dropped the leash entirely and are just playing nice, but I will finish the contract.”

“Okay,” I said. “How long do you have left with them? I don’t know how PMC contracts work.”

“Two more months,” he said. “The terms of contracts tend to differ a lot. Plenty of contractors only work for six to nine months, plus internship and training.”

“What’s that entail?” I asked.

“When you join a force, they don’t want useless idiots. So you get uncontracted training. Half of the time you’re unpaid too. It depends on the company. Some do it for a week, others take it a lot more seriously.”

I shrugged. “Alright man, if that’s what you’re like, then that’s cool. What happens when someone on the other end of the contract fucks it up?”

He shook his head. “Then they’re in breach of contract. A good contract will have consequences baked into it. There was a time when I couldn’t actually do anything about that kind of thing, but I think that’s past now.”

Right, this guy was a little weirder than I’d initially thought. Why was it that every samurai I met was a hair shy of being a fucking nutjob? Why was I the only normal one?

It took twenty minutes or so for Tankette to get the food ready. It was some sort of rice-like thing, kinda beige-yellow, that she filled into some bowls, then veggies were tossed on top. Most of them looked normal, shit like carrots and such, but a few looked downright weird.

“Thanks,” I said as I accepted a bowl. Princess gave me a look, then smiled and offered me some chicken that they’d cooked in a little pan with some sort of sweet-smelling sauce.

To be entirely honest, while I initially thought this was a massive waste of time, I was reconsidering it now that I’d removed my helmet and could smell the food cooking.

I mean, there was some stink from the city, and there was a small mountain of burning Antithesis corpses next to the wall, but the stir-fry smell was stronger, and way better.

“What veggie is this?” I murmured so no one other than Myalis would hear as I raised a fork stabbed into something brown.

That is a non-terrestrial plant. Don’t worry, it’s safe for human consumption. It’s actually a seed, though its texture is similar to a modern potato.

I shrugged and took a bite. It was a little … tangy? It had the same kind of acidy taste that tomato sauce had, but without the same flavor. It wasn’t bad, though.

Honestly, as I scarfed through my bowl, I could see why Tankette was so into this. The food was warm and better than just about anything I’d eaten in recent memory, and it was nice to just stand around and eat. Even Hedgehog relaxed some.

Tankette seemed very proud of herself as she started packing things away. She put leftovers into little boxes and gave them to anyone who wanted some. Gomorrah, as the only person with a place to put stuff nearby, ended up taking most of the leftovers while Crackshot had seconds.

“Okay,” I said before wiping my mouth clean with the back of my hand. “So … we’re fed, everyone’s gone to take a piss. I think we should get moving now. The longer we sit around here, the more aliens we’re going to have to deal with. Tankette, Gomorrah, and me are going to take the lead.”

“And I,” Gomorrah said.

“Yeah, I mentioned you,” I replied. “Anyway, I think we’re going to have to borrow a car or two from the army so that everyone can come along. It’s too far to have you guys ride on a mech or on Tankette’s tank.”

“I can drive,” Crackshot said. “I don’t have a license, but I know which pedal makes you go fast.”

“I’ll drive,” Hedgehog cut in, leaving no room for arguments.

I nodded. Yeah, this was gonna go just fine … but holy crap, I really wanted a post-lunch nap.
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What’s a Metaphor?




The armed forces of the world will always need a fast-moving, lightly armored vehicle of war, and now more than ever. The threats we face today come from aliens, who mostly attack from up close or with biological weapons, and protestors, who are only rarely armed with anti-material weaponry.

—The Kissinger Institute, Armed Forces and You, digital pamphlet, 2031



The army was more than happy to let us borrow something to go charging into the aliens. In fact, Lieutenant-Corporal Britannica welcomed the idea with open arms and brought up a catalog with every tank, armored car, and transport truck listed on it.

I left the choice up to Hedgehog, since he was the designated driver, but I was still a little disappointed when he picked out a smallish Humvee-like truck.

He explained that it had an automatic transmission and drove like a normal car, more or less. It had large wheels and was mounted up, so it would have decent clearance off-road. Otherwise, it was lightly armored, specifically to deal with lesser Antithesis threats, and the gun mounted on the top was remote-operated. His AI was willing to take over there.

I got in the Fury with Gomorrah. Tankette had her mini-tank, so that left Princess, Knight, Crackshot, and of course Hedgehog in the truck. My mech was following at the rear, to cover us in case anything happened, though Gomorrah’s car had just as much firepower as the mech or the tank, albeit in a different package.

I checked the time before we left. It was past noon. The little cookout had eaten into our daylight, but it wasn’t so bad. We had some hours of sun to burn still. I did plan on making it back home before nightfall, or soon after.


“Alright,” I huffed as I crashed into the passenger seat next to Gomorrah. “It’s like herding cats. Why haven’t we elected someone who isn’t me as leader yet?”

“Because I don’t want to do it, and you’re actually pretty decent at this,” Gomorrah said. “I think we’ve gone over this before.” She put her car into gear, and we started to move along. The highway would be good enough for some ways. Then we’d have to veer off and either circle around and use some shitty backroads to get to the lake, or go through the woods and push through the line of model twenty-twos way ahead.

I made sure that my comms were off, so it was just Gomorrah and me, and I supposed our AI, who could hear us. “So, what do you think about the group?”

“As a whole?” she asked. “Green.”

“Green as in good, or green as in a bunch of untrained newbies?”

She thought about that for a bit. “Can I say both?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “But elaborate anyway.”

Gomorrah glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “I was only with Princess and Hedgehog, but I guess I can report on Tankette too.” I nodded for her to continue. “Princess is enthusiastic. That’s about the best I can say about her. She’s unfocused, doesn’t spend her points wisely, if at all, and she doesn’t seem to treat the enemy as a threat. She’s mostly fearless, but I’m not sure if that’s a pro or a con.”

“Huh, interesting. Knight is super focused. She’s actually a good fighter with what she has, and when we gave her a gun she was pretty good with it too. Very calm, a little careful, I think? She reminds me a bit of some of the soldiers we have, but less … stick up her ass?”

“They’ll make for an interesting pair together, then,” Gomorrah said. “If Knight can encourage Princess to behave more professionally, then they might be able to come out of things without dying.”

“Cool,” I said. “And the others?”

“Hedgehog is a fantastic marksman. It was nice working with someone who hits the things they’re aiming for.” I gave her a flat look, but she pretended not to notice. “He’s great over the comms. Calls out issues, kept me informed on his status the entire time, very military-minded.”

“Makes sense, considering his background,” I said.

She grunted. “He’s a little stiff, however. I … Maybe it’s because I’m used to working with strange samurai, but he strikes me as very narrow-minded? In terms of the things he buys and his specialization, I mean. I haven’t talked to him outside of a professional context. Though he’s not as … personable as some samurai either.”

“Stick up ass, but otherwise competent,” I summarized.

She sighed. “Yes, more or less.”


I leaned back into the seat. “That leaves Tankette, who you didn’t actually work with.”

“A little. We arrived at the wall before you, and before it was entirely cleared on the other side. She helped with that. I don’t know about her behavior before from personal experience, but I’ve read the report from Britannica. He liked her. She’s a little … slow to react? That could just be her tank, though. It’s not the fastest thing around.”

I glanced back. We weren’t traveling all that fast, I noticed, but it looked like Tankette’s mini-tank was giving it all it had. Still, it was faster than the convoy had moved.

“How was she otherwise?”

“Good firepower,” Gomorrah said. “Not perfect aim, but she made up for it with high-explosive rounds.”

“As one does,” I agreed.

Gomorrah nodded. “Otherwise, she kept in formation, mowed down some enemies. I have this feeling that she’s going to be more of a … not a Grasshopper exactly, Grasshopper is great in fights from what I can tell, but Tankette definitely puts her priorities more in keeping people safe than in killing Antithesis. She’s leveling the playing field by having a really strong early specialization.”

“Tanks are pretty badass. I wonder why more samurai don’t go that route.”

Gomorrah hummed. “Same reason the army still has more infantry than tanks. A lot of Antithesis fighting is done from walls and from home-to-home, and you can’t do that from inside of a tank. Tanks have places where they shine, shine really bright even, but others where they’re at a disadvantage.”

“That’s fair,” I said.

“And on your end?” Gomorrah asked. “How were Crackshot and Knight?”

“Knight I told you already,” I said. “Good with a sword, pretty decent. Needs better gear, but that’ll come. She’s got like … a fuckload of baggage. Like, I’m not one for therapy or shit like that, but damn, her and Princess could use some. Uh, otherwise, she’s got potential, I guess.”

“They worry me,” Gomorrah admitted. I couldn’t blame her. The Dupont sisters worried me too.

“Crackshot’s cool. He’s not great against lots of enemies at once, but he takes out bigger ones with no problem.”

Gomorrah drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “You are aware that the Antithesis don’t send out aliens one at a time, right?”

“Eh, he’ll figure it out,” I dismissed. “He’s nice to have around. Funny, pretty calm overall. Like, he’s just got this really nice chill vibe to him. I’d invite him to a barbecue, or for some beers. If I had a straight sister, I’d let him smash.”

“Cat, you are … Stop using metaphors. Please.”

“You say that like I know what those are.”

Gomorrah didn’t reply for a bit, focusing on the road instead. There was a row of abandoned cars to one side for some reason. One of them had a model three embedded in its windshield. There was a lot of blood around, and it wasn’t all alien.

Looked like someone had hit a model three, then some Good Samaritans stopped to help and got chewed up for it.

Another reason to hate the countryside.

“General strategy, then?” Gomorrah asked. “I suggest myself and Hedgehog at the front. Tankette can support as she can with your mech. Princess, Crackshot, and Knight can form our midline?”

“Where’s that leave me? And Knight’s a melee fighter.”

“Right, switch Knight and Hedgehog around, then. As for you, I figure you could scout around, take whatever position’s needed otherwise. Ideally we’ll have enough fire on any problem that it’ll be taken care of relatively quickly.”

“You mean firepower,” I said.

She shrugged.

“Alright, yeah, I’m down for that. We’ll be driving right up to the lake, or parking close by and walking over?”

“We can stop nearby, I suppose. It depends on how much we want to alert the hive, and whether or not it notices us. Either way, we burn it down.”

“It’s already down, isn’t it? I mean, assuming it’s in a lake.”

“Cat, don’t start arguing semantics with me. Or anyone else. You’ll just lose on a technicality.”
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