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PROLOGUE

	Gravity failed and its absence lifted the Corporal from the bench where he hung weightless for a moment until the compensators kicked in and yanked him back down. The shuttle shook like it was breaking apart and the tremors worsened the deeper they plummeted down through the atmosphere. This was their roughest descent by far, a symptom of a rushed departure with a Sparrow for a pilot and no time to give it clean data about their descent. The Sparrow spared no compute beyond established tolerances and held scant concern for the airframe and none at all for the forty Marines packed inside. But that was how it had always been – from the Crow to the Officers to the Sparrows to the Grunts, and among the grunts he was just one up from the bottom of the heap.

	Thudding pounded steadily against the iron wall at his back and the filters in the wide oval helmet that encased his head failed to smother the rising scream of wind outside. Encased in heavy combat armour, the Marines were like bolts shaking in a can and whenever the violence briefly diminished the Sparrow banked the shuttle hard, pushing the machine and the platoon inside it to the limit as it thrust towards their landing site. They had to be close now, surely just seconds left, the Corporal focused past the data scrolling down his HUD and watched his Master Sergeant directly opposite. He was so close that the jostling caused their knees to touch, yet the Sarge retained the distance he had shown since the start, his face hidden behind his own opaque dome with is filigree of silver webbing. The Corporal thought it was perhaps a blessing after what he’d seen there before they had climbed aboard. Back then, the look on the Sargeant’s face had been one that he’d never seen before, a look of doubt and perhaps even confusion, then their eyes had met, and the Sarge had retreated into his helmet without a single word. Now the pair sat by the exit ramp with the rest of the Marines spread along the two benches all the way up to the empty cockpit at the front. All of them were grim, all unusually silent. Perhaps they, like the Corporal, had their heads full of questions but lacked the nerve to ask them.

	The Sparrow’s voice was clipped monotone over the comms. “Thirty seconds,” it said. Only now did the Sergeant move, by lifting his silver cannon from between his feet then turning slightly to see that the rest of the Marines had done the same. The Corporal had instinctively raised his own weapon and then resumed his waiting, waiting for the signal and waiting for the reason why things had played out the way they did. But the Sarge said nothing, not a word of instruction and nothing about this hasty deployment, not even between the two of them over a closed link. 

	A clunk jarred the floor, and the shuttle bounced in the air as the weighty Grav-spike was deployed from the undercarriage. Now the shuttle was banking, white lights turning to red as they made their final approach, then abruptly they were motionless as the Sparrow spared them the worst of the landing. They were on the ground and the ramp was going down and out through the gap the colours were all wrong. The Sarge was on his feet and the Corporal stood at his shoulder, all doubts paused they moved out as one, and as one the platoon stormed from the shuttle in battle formation. Only, nothing was waiting for them. No cannon fire, no bombs - just a wide circle of ground pinned flat beneath the blue field of energy from the Grav-spike. Beyond its limits, the brown hills lay barren and empty, set low beneath a foul yellow sky.

	The platoon executed their duties and sent their reports to the Corporal who stood between the shuttle and the tall Grav-spike and waited for the slightest signal from his taciturn leader.

	“Nothing,” the Corporal finally said once all the squads had checked in. “There are no hostiles here. Just mud, hills, and that damn storm over there that doesn’t seem to move.”

	“Good,” the Sergeant said flatly. “Stay on your toes.”

	The Corporal sighed.

	“Something on your mind?”

	“Why?” the Corporal finally asked.

	“Why what?”

	“Why has it sent us to the middle of nowhere?”

	“We don’t need to know why Corporal - those are our orders.”

	“Why us then? Out of all the platoons why the Eight-seven-eight? You know our place is at the Front.”

	“The others have things in hand.”

	“Then you can’t be monitoring the same feeds as me…”

	“We’ve got our orders. So, quit it.”

	“Right boss,” the Corporal relented, though knowing he was on shaky ground he continued anyway. “It’s not like you to just stand there and take it, especially not from the likes of the Four-three-four, and I...”

	“That’s enough Corporal!”

	“Dammit, Sarge, we’re the Eight-Seven-Eight! We belong where the fighting’s thickest. The rest of the squad feels the same—we know these orders aren’t coming from the Tac-Sparrow. We just want to know why the hell we’re stuck out here…”

	But there would be no answer, and the pair fell silent as one of the scouts trotted up. “We’ve swept the perimeter twice,” he told them. “Far as we can tell, the whole sector’s clear.”

	“Keep at it,” the Corporal told him.

	But the scout wasn’t done. “And there’s a shuttle inbound.”

	The Sarge stiffened and turned, and the Corporal turned as well, and he zoomed his optics out to where the scout was pointing. “Who would have thought,” he grumbled once he’d gotten a good look at the squat blue vessel swooping down from the tumultuous skies. “If it isn’t the Four-three-four.”

	“Your rifle,” the Sergeant said to the scout, then exchanged his for the one with magnified sights and the scout stood uncertain and weighed the unfamiliar cannon before the Sarge sent him off to rejoin his squad.

	“Stand and hold,” The Sarge told his Corporal. “Can you do that for me?”

	“Yes boss,” the Corporal replied. “What about you?”

	“I told you already, orders.”

	‘But orders from where?’ The Corporal thought, but he still had to say the words that the Sarge expected to hear. “Got it boss. We’ll stand and we’ll hold, and we can spare one or two squads to go with…” "But his Master Sergeant had already turned his back, striding purposefully toward wide hill where the clouds thinned and light pierced through, casting a stark glow on the slopes. Beyond it, in the hidden valley, the blue shuttle was descending to land, its sleek hull a sharp contrast against the gloom of the surrounding hills."

	“The Fours…” the Corporal muttered to himself. “First a new captain and now a whole new platoon, what the hell is going on with us…”

	Metal slid across metal and the Corporal turned back to his own shuttle. Its fuselage was all black, but they had painted flames down the side and on the tailfin the numbers of his platoon towered and the sight of it all made him swell with pride. Marines had begun hauling rugged boxes of heavy weapons and ammunition from concealed pods. Reports from the Front had made him nervous and he’d ordered the platoon to deploy everything they had stowed aboard. His Marines knew their work, so he left them to do it and looked to see that his Master Sergeant had stepped from the perimeter set by the Grav-spike and was now climbing the steep bank, his broad frame hunched over the cannon clutched in his hands as he powered up the incline.

	“How far do you want us to sweep?” requested a scout.

	The Corporal focused on his HUD, his eyes flicking over the faint grid lines as he sent his instructions. Without a word, the scouts fanned out, their gait faltering as they stepped beyond the Grav-spike's influence, into the crushing weight of this barren world. Once again the Corporal checked for the boss and found him crouched atop the ridge, a distant speck brought closer as he zoomed to see the Sarge watching what was happening in the other valley. Duty called, and the Corporal assigned squads to the emplacements where the Heavy Cannons were being mounted then checked with his scouts who seemed to have every vector covered, every vector except the bright hill where the Sarge was. Still nothing to report, and when the Corporal searched again he discovered that his Master Sergeant had vanished, and all the Corporal could do about it now was to shake his head.

	It hadn’t been like this before, but he couldn’t pick the moment when things had changed. It wasn’t an hour ago when the klaxons had rung and sent them scrambling to the Flight Deck, no, something had felt off since they’d left Alustil. ‘Maybe it’s just you… new captain and all…’ But there weren’t any answers at the top of the vacant hill, and he had reports to check. He needed the platoon to be ready for the worst, but this was the Eight-seven-eight, and he could see that they already were.

	The faint howl of distant winds and the quiet rhythm of his platoon's work filled the air. Then, without warning, one of his scouts was dead. There was no shout, no warning, just a name on his visor that flashed once and went red. He confirmed that there was no attack, then he went to see for himself.

	A mound had been thrown up at the edge of the field when the Grav-spike had flattened the landing zone and beyond it was a shallow gully formed of the same ugly dirt as the rest of the place. As far as he knew, not a weed or rock tarnished the landscape, but down there a strange plant had sprouted in a mass of thorny branches and jagged leaves. The leaves were splattered red with blood and the body of his scout was impaled on several limbs. The Corporal could make no sense of it, neither the gully nor the hill beyond were steep enough to send the scout tumbling down among those menacing barbs.

	“How’d he fall then?”

	“We didn’t see it,” stated one of others. “He wanted to check things from up there, next thing we knew…”

	The Corporal stared at the body with the spines of the plant rammed through him like blades and its roots seeming to soak in all the blood that had escaped the coagulant mesh inside his armor. “Have you seen any more of those plants?”

	“No sir. Only…” 

	“What is it Private?”

	“It’s just…”

	“Out with it.”

	“It’s just that I’m sure we’ve crossed this ground already.”

	“And?”

	“And none of us saw any plants...”

	The scout’s words trailed off to silence while the Corporal eyed the scene. He knew what had to be done but something held him back for a moment and then, with a squad of Marines watching over him, he handed his cannon to one of them and went down into the gully with his knife. The body seemed much larger now that he was closer, and he saw that the flat leaves of the plant were serrated just like his blade. He gripped the first branch and felt it tremble then he cut through it and the second and two more then he pulled the body free and lowered it onto the stained earth.

	“Prep him for Redivivus,” the Corporal instructed as he carried it up, then after he had watched the others take the body back to the shuttle where it would be packaged and stowed for the ceremony he turned back to the plant and its gently wafting branches that were each as long as he was tall. “Let’s hope his clades have better luck,” he muttered to himself. “And maybe one of them might remember how the hell he managed to get himself killed down here…”

	The Corporal took his weapon back from the watchful Marine and looked across the glowing floor and past the Grav-spike and the shuttle where he saw the hill that the Sarge had climbed and beyond it the sky was growing brighter as the clouds thinned and the whole view and the image of the dead soldier struck him hard.

	“No more mistakes,” he told all the squad leads then he turned back to the gully where the branches of the plant were motionless and still painted with blood, then said to the Marine at his side, “Come with me.”

	The valley beyond the hill where the Sarge had vanished stretched much wider and deeper than the shallow bowl where the Eights had taken position. Its far side rose into a sheer cliff, crowned by a windswept plain of hardened rock that was cut by a jagged maze of narrow ravines making it appear like a sea of dried mud. The blue shuttle of the Fours had landed beside the entrance to one of those ravines. No spike had been deployed and just one squad of Fours remained on guard near the shuttle. The Corporal kept his head low atop the rise and scanned around but there was no sign of the black and red armor of his Master Sergeant, only the blue of the Fours and the endless brown of the earth. His optics swept out across the flat plateau and his eye was drawn to a place where the ravines converged to a wider canyon, and he saw that the sky was brightest right above that place.

	As he watched, the Fours near the shuttle rushed towards the ravine and took up positions by its dark entrance. Right then the skies seemed to open, and a bright flare pulsed up from the plateau and an invisible wave kicked dirt and dust into the air and more of it burst from the ravine and swept out over the Fours and their shuttle and up the steep incline to where the Corporal and his scout sheltered from its wind. He turned to the scout as though he might explain what had just happened, but then a squad lead shouted over comms that there was movement at the landing site, and he shuffled around and saw his platoon hurrying into position. He would regret it later, but at that moment the Corporal knew where he was needed so he rushed back down the hill to them, and not once did he look back.

	The energy field hissed and sparked under his boots, erupting in shimmering flashes whenever the thing beneath it struggled to break through.

	“Good luck to ya!” laughed one of the grunts as he gave an appreciative nod to the Grav-spike.

	“Is it another plant?” the Corporal asked. He could just make out familiar shapes stabbing and scraping at the shielded floor.

	“Can’t be,” answered another, and that’s when the Corporal realized why. Whatever was under the floor wasn’t fixed, it was moving. The scraping branches were no longer right under him, they seemed to be dragging themselves through the earth as they hunted out a weak point in the field so it could batter its way up. The Marines tracked it progress with their cannons, though none of them imagined it could have the strength to break through.

	“It’s picking up speed.”

	The Corporal looked ahead to the edge of the energy field where it met the dull earth and his mouth went dry.

	“Guns at the ready,” he stated, and the playful mood was gone.

	“It’ll come out there!” one of the scouts pointed.

	“We’ve got the flanks,” reported the other squads.

	The Corporal marched along after the roving plant, slowing and raising his cannon when he felt the moment was right. But then the thing stopped right before it reached the edge only to take one last stab at the energy field and then withdraw into the packed earth. Silence fell but not one of the Marines took this as a sign to relax their guard. Then came a rumble from the dirt at the edge of the field and all the cannons shifted their aim then suddenly a tangle of branches erupted and splashed dirt over the boots of those closest. A branch lanced towards a Marine and almost impaled him, but the grunt next to him leapt in between and fired. The familiar ‘whomp’ of the cannon was followed by a potent bloom of energy as the shot struck among the cluster of branches and shredded them to bits. Other Marines joined in with controlled shots that invariably struck the retreating organism until it had sucked itself back into the ground again and was gone.

	They took this chance to regroup, and for those who had expended an entire magazine, to reload.

	“It’s here!” reported one of the more distant squads.

	“Damn, it moves fast,” said another.

	“No,” stated the Corporal. “There’s more than one.”

	Dirt tumbled from the facing hill, and this was the only warning before the thing erupted from the incline higher up, seemingly well beyond the range that its floundering limbs could threaten. It pressed its branches against the earth and used the leverage to press the rest of its mass free of the ground and then it came for them. It was a tumbling mass of whipping branches that seemed to conceal a darker core within that was difficult to pinpoint as it jigged and bounced towards the waiting line.

	The Marines fired, and their shots were a little less disciplined than before, and the thing was fast, using its branches to snake left and right to avoid the barrage. Then it leapt bodily through the air and landed squarely on the energy field right next to the those at the front where it slashed out and came close to sweeping a pair of Marines from their feet. The line scrambled and amidst the confusion a branch flashed down and impaled one of the Marines with a jagged blade, piercing armored plates that no mere plant should have been able to cut. He cried out and aimed his cannon one-handed and fired into the thing’s core point blank and the thing shuddered and shied back with its retracted blade carving an arc of blood through the air.

	In the seconds that had passed the Corporal had made his assessment. This was what they faced now, not the branches of a plant but deadly blades wielded by a fast and mobile enemy. But blades had their limits, and the Marines knew to pull back as they surrounded the thrashing whirlwind and explosive rounds laid waste to the scrambling limbs then struck at the unprotected core within. Surprise had elicited an aggressive response and there was little regard for the expenditure of ammunition until the Corporal called for restraint and the cannons fell silent. The thing on the ground floundered, injured and dying, but the Marines were sure to keep just out of reach.

	A distant sound erupted - not cannon fire, nor the shouts of his Marines. It boomed through the air, drawing their attention as the blue shuttle of the Fours roared skyward, leaving a streak of exhaust in its wake. Not all of the platoon had watched the launch as other Eights had engaged two other plant-things elsewhere around the wide disc of the landing site. The others had learned from the initial contact - adaptability was perhaps the greatest strength of this platoon. The new threats were swiftly dispatched with efficiency, and no further casualties were sustained. Even the Marine who had been injured was back in the fight, treated by a Medic and ready for action, his armor patched and his wounds healing quickly from the meds. The Corporal returned to his place near the Grav-spike and instructed the others to consolidate their positions and to warn him if any more hostiles showed up. All the fighting had been done on the far side of the landing site, yet how nobody had seen his approach was a mystery, but when the Master Sergeant spoke his voice cut shot the Corporal like a bolt of electricity.

	“Corporal,” he stated, voice unsteady from the pain.

	The Corporal found him slumped close to the shuttle and hastened to assist.

	“Leave it,” the Master Sergeant warned as he shoved the Corporal’s hand away from the container he kept sheltered at his side. It was a thick iron box that hummed softly where its energy field met that of the floor.

	“Medic!” the Corporal cried, and it took only a moment for more Marines to appear. “Give him room,” he warned and had to push some of them back.

	“The Sarge, injured?”

	“Wait, those are cannon rounds?” questioned another, pointing to the charred marks that had impacted the Sarge’s armor in several places and had been patched hastily leaving smudges of fresh crimson to mar the black.

	It was certain that his wounds were severe, but what seemed worse to the Corporal was the struggle it took for the Sarge to get his words out. “Give him room,” he had to shout over the others.

	“Is that a Relic Box?” asked one of the scouts, and all eyes fell upon the container.

	Only then did the Sergeant find his voice, “Back away!” he yelled.

	“Get back to your posts!” ordered the Corporal, and soon it was only he and a Medic hovering over the slumped form of the Master Sergeant.

	The Corporal inspected the damage and knew there could be no denying it, “Those damn Fours…”

	“No, not…” the Sergeant began, but his strength faded, and he couldn’t finish his words.

	“He’ll need the Surgeon,” the Medic stated. “I’ll do what I can…”

	But the Master Sergeant brushed him off, motioning between them towards the shuttle at their backs.

	In that moment, the Corporal caught the familiar whine of hydraulics and watched as the many open doors along the sides of his beloved shuttle began to close. Within seconds, the vessel that had been sitting exposed with its equipment bays unpacked was now sealed tight, save for its rear ramp. Its engines were powered on and humming as they warmed, readying the shuttle for flight once more. 

	“I don’t understand,” the Corporal said and quickly he checked the list of orders on his HUD. There was nothing there from the Sparrow, and now that he went and looked he found not a single instruction had been given by it since before they had landed.

	The Sergeant let out a grunt and pulled himself closer to the box and reached for its control pad and entered a code then lifted the lid just enough so that he could confirm what was held inside. The Corporal saw it as well, though briefly, but in that second he had seen enough to know that whatever was in there was unlike anything he had encountered before. Small and intricate, it radiated so much energy from its filigree form that it distorted the air inside the box and even spilled out through the open lid to wash over the Sergeant’s hand. The Sergeant closed the box with a sigh of relief and settled on his knees with his shoulders squared, stronger now that the meds had begun their work. He held up his arms and the Corporal and the Medic helped pull him to his feet.

	“We’ve had contact,” the Corporal explained.

	“More will come,” the Sergeant warned.

	“What happened out there?”

	“Now’s not the time. I have my orders…” and the Sarge took an unsteady step towards the waiting ramp.

	The Corporal remained perplexed, “Do I give the order to extract?”

	The Master Seargeant paused with uncertainty, “It’s not the order I wanted to hear, but it’s the one we must all follow.”

	“Then we’re not coming with you?”

	“It was clear,” he told them. “Just as your orders are.”

	“The Fours did this…”

	The Master Sergeant chuckled, the sound bitter and hollow. “Yes. But we can’t call them that anymore. The Fours are lost. They serve the others now - maybe they always did. We might already be too late. I have to go, and you have to stay. Those are the orders.”

	“Tell me who’s giving them at least?” the Corporal demanded, knowing if it was an officer then the orders would go through a Sparrow.

	The Sarge brought the box closer, “This must reach the ship. After that I’ll be back. Hold until then, can you do that for me?”

	But the Master Sergeant didn’t wait for his answer, he just turned and strode up the ramp with little hint of his injuries beyond the faded marks on his armor. The ramp lifted and the last thing the Corporal saw was his Master Sergeant seated on the bench with the box held tight to his side and then they were both concealed within the rumbling vessel and the ramp was closed.

	“What do we do now?” the Medic asked.

	“We do what he told us to do. And we hope that the meds you gave him are enough to keep him on his feet until he gets back.”

	“Meds? I never had a chance to give him any...” the Medic stated as he turned away.

	Confused and concerned in equal measure, the Corporal stepped back as the black-and-red shuttle lifted off, its engines roaring. It swung out toward the yellow haze, disappearing in a blast of rippling power while the platoon stood silent, watching it go. When the shuttle became nothing more than a speck swallowed by the clouds, the Corporal turned to his men, his voice steady.

	“We’re the Eight-Seven-Eight, aren’t we? We stand and hold, like we always do. The Sarge won’t be long - he promised us he’ll be back as soon as he’s done his job.”

	The words carried the conviction his men needed to hear, sending them back to their positions. But deep down, the Corporal felt anything but certain. His guts churned with unease, and in the back of his mind, he was already counting up the ammunition they had left.

	


CHAPTER ONE

	Birthed in darkness, driven by the singular compulsion to writhe from its cloying womb and join the others whose voiceless song beckoned from the void. Consciousness sparked from oblivion and fueled by a singular urge to feed. It willed itself higher and was drawn up through the dark soil by a tremendous strength from without. Waiting above it lay a fetid miasma that curled in acrid wisps over earth that heaved from the shifting of leviathan serpents lurking just beneath. The blistered ground swelled then a tremendous limb tore from its trench and bent like a towering arch that stretched towards the sky. Abandoned silt rained in torrents from its narrowing curve as the fulcrum strained to draw its furthest extremity from the tight clutch of unyielding loam. The apex narrowed and only with reluctance did the ground finally release its prize as a bulbous tip was hauled aloft to be carried higher with increasing force by the colossal arm. As it rose, the flesh of the bulb peeled back like the petals of some great umber flower and the spore nestled within was released, cast towards the grim clouds while the spent extremity sank back like a felled tree. Within its headlong missile a being came fully awake and exalted in the promised feast that was to come.

	The spore continued to accelerate despite the yearning pull of gravity, and it flew untroubled by the turbulent race of its headlong flight. Vapor streamed in torrents as the spore burst through the enveloping storm towards the vast expanse of airless space above. Its mind came alive with the song of its kind, their chorus filled the ether with insights both new and enthralling as information was gouged from the living heart of an invading enemy and now served as nourishment for the host. A vast firmament welcomed the tumbling spore and it stabilized, now a lumpy meteor hurtling across the starless black. A bulge formed at the front and coarse protrusion pressed outward to refashion the ball into something resembling an elongated teardrop with its point projected to the front. It’s pace quickened, propelled by unseen energies it raced towards the distant horizon of the small yellow world that had given it life. The ululations of a thousand voices shone bright in the dark, their glimmering halos resounded across the same featureless canvas from where the invaders had so suddenly emerged. And from this silent cacophony the spore heard tales of war that now raged above the caustic atmosphere of its home. Songs of conflict, victory, and defeat, all of them served to sweeten the nectar of shared experience and enrich the newest warriors as they rose to join the fight.

	The spore curved higher as it hunted out the battlefield until finally the enemy was revealed. Three massive vessels lumbered in high orbit on the far side of its world, their blocky forms marked clearly against the darkness of space despite their ebon hulls. The nearest of them had already faced the ravenous defenders and now floundered just above the waiting clouds. The other two lurked far higher, and only now had become the targets of the rising host. Into the spore’s mind sprang secrets just discovered and the black skies glistened with streams of flickering gold strung out between the intruder’s ships. These filaments pulsed with data as these lines of communication for the enemy fleet came alive with chatter understood now only in context rather than words. The spore recognized surprise and fear surging along those shimmering lines and it was greatly heartened by the desperation of its unprepared enemy.

	But it seemed that its kin had been too eager to progress the battle from the first ship to the next as the engines of the one closest churned anew and it pushed laterally to reject gravity’s hold. The battered vessel turned its squat bow towards its comrades as a warning sprang from the voices of its kin that still lingered there to draw out whatever remnants yet remained. The rising ship sent bright flares to its allies in its calls for aid, and surprisingly one golden filament stretched far above the battlefield to terminate in a silent patch of space yet untouched by the raging conflict. Intrigued, the spore cast its senses along that tenuous thread and uncovered something there hidden in the dark. It was a fourth vessel, small and unique yet marked with the same stench that emanated from the other invaders. By curious means this ship had remained undetected and as yet untouched by the frenzied defense of the host. The spore shivered in anticipation and prepared to add its voice to the chorus and alert the others to its discovery. And yet something held it back. Perhaps it was resentment that it had come late to the battle and the prospect of sating its own desperate hunger first over that of its kin. In any case it did not matter, for already there were others who had followed the golden link across the sky. Across the battlefield more of its kin altered their course through the void or began to leap from the hulls of the besieged vessels in their own scramble to feast. But the spore had the advantage of speed, and it willed itself even faster and rolled to adjust its course.

	Now the fourth ship sensed its peril and brilliant arcs of white-hot fire lanced across the black to harry the advancing horde. The songs of those struck by these menacing arcs faded into silence well after their physical forms had been obliterated but the spore faced this threat eagerly, now close enough to discern the silver wings and narrow fuselage of its graceful prey. But already another of the host had slipped among the destructive fire to weave through the beams and strike like a missile into the vessel’s lithe hull. Its song came alive with surprise and excitement, but already the voice was flickering with distortion as the space surrounding the vessel shone with coalescing sparks. The spore drove forward, but with distance still uncovered the song of the first defender faded into utter silence and the silver vessel snapped entirely from view in a fading cloud of scintillation. It took only a moment for the spore to acknowledge that its prize was entirely gone, and already it was adjusting it course back to the three vessels still engaged above its world. Regret soon forgotten despite that there had been something in the song of the other that had teased at the very purpose of the spore’s recent birth.

	Vast distances flashed by in milliseconds as the spore closed on the nearest and highest of the remaining enemy ships. The chorus warned of powerful gravity cannons whose deadly salvos had already blasted so many of the defenders into oblivion. But the song also told of weak points in the thick hull, places where the armor could be pierced, and of entry points already opened. The spore processed all this with cunning calculation as its hunger raged anew. It listened to others already burrowing inside and uncovered a network of luminescent lines revealed to it through the song. A golden web was spread throughout the vast warren within the ship which connected many rich data stores buried deep inside the hulking vessel. The spore’s vision tuned, and it pinpointed one bright filament that stretched from the bowels up to the curved tip of the towering spire that rose from the ship’s iron spine. As yet, this tower had remained blessedly untouched by the rising defenders, and the spore was quick to perceive its new opportunity. It sped towards the black horn, twirling effortlessly to avoid what little cannon fire was spared to hurl its way. Zeroing in on the highest point where the brightest flare beckoned, the spore swooped at incredible speed in its eagerness to be the first to strike. Across a hundred miles in a second, flashing along the massive hull then rising to align with the very tip of the spire it shot. Sensing what was to come, its consciousness retracted back from its flesh as it shielded itself from the imminent strike just as its tip graced the black iron wall. In an instant the spore had vanished through a wisp of venting atmosphere and shards of broken metal. Already the mark of its impact had faded into the backdrop of war as a thousand desperate battles between invader and defender raged on.

	*

	Brilliance scalded his vision then faded to a thousand sparks that slid away down the concave glass enveloping his face. His mouth opened as his lungs called for air, but something was wrapped so tight around his chest that he could barely breathe. He fought the bonds, and with three mighty twists he snapped them free and could finally draw in his first blessed lungful of air. The walls of a narrow casket entirely encased his body, and when his exhale coated the glass with condensation just an inch from his face, the inhale that followed spurred a flash of rage at his entrapment. With a snarl he drove his forehead up and left the glass webbed with cracks that emanated from the bloodless point of impact. He rocked his shoulders and felt the casket shift beneath his weight, yet still it did not free him. Panic overtook anger as a multitude of confounding thoughts rose up to batter his psyche, but then a commanding voice rose above the din and shouted its warning, ‘The latch you fool…’

	He fumbled to obey, and one hand found and gripped a lever at his hip. He tugged, and with a hiss of venting gas the casket swung up and away before his blinking eyes. Another breath drew frigid air into his lungs as he sat upright, and finally his desperate anger abated. Light shone softly from a thousand blinking lights spread about the walls of a narrow room in which he found himself. He looked around for the source of the voice but found only darkness here, he was entirely alone. He placed his hands on the lip of the casket and tried to rise but his muscles protested, and he could not find the strength to get out. Overhead hung a nest of dangling cables frustratingly out of reach that hummed with power and cast out sparks that flashed then died in their descent. The looming presence of the mass above him added yet more urgency to his need to be free of the casket. He tried again to push himself up, and only now discovered that he was held by a thick casing of rubberized plastic that encased his hips and groin. His casket was connected to this stout second skin through heavy tubes that bubbled with unpleasant fluids which flowed into the girdle in steady pulses. Disgusted, he pulled at them and was able to twist free these foul connections and fling the flaccid cables away to dribble their stinking fluids through a grate upon the floor.

	An abysmal yawning rose from the depths like the booming call of some leviathan monster. The bellow rattled the chamber and shook the equipment strung out across the ceiling so that the tangle lurched inches lower in a deluge of white-hot embers that stung his bare flesh. Head pounding, muscles aching, and with nerve endings alive with shrieking pain, he rolled out of the casket and slumped bodily onto the freezing metal floor. The convulsions of the chamber had subsided, and as he recovered enough to lift his head to the encroaching silence a curious question made its way to his lips. “Am I born?”

	His answer came in the pain of myriad knives that pierced his skull and a familiar voice echoed up once again from the depths, “Born?” it challenged. “I suppose you are. Born again, like ancient Lazarus risen from darkness into light!”

	The pain lessened as he forced a tender thumb into the groove of his temple, logic was incomprehensible as the voice echoed a hundred times over, each with a different tone and cadence until he quashed the yammering and asked in confusion, “Laz… Wait, who?”

	“Lazarus! Yes, of course, for it was Lazarus who rose!” 

	The words swirled about his head like a tornado, but they weren't helping him, in fact he could barely make them out, so loud and confused they sounded. Only the touch of cold metal beneath his outstretched palms felt real as though only the physical could give him comfort. But the name itself was enough to anchor himself, so he clung to it and willed himself to stand. In rising, he instinctively reached to the tangled wires for support then flinched as another vibration shook the chamber. Yet more sparks burst from a nearby wall and the whole room tipped forward and almost threw him back to the floor. The tubes that he had cast from the casket slid away and he was reassured that it had been the room that had shifted and not merely nausea that had almost sent him sprawling.

	He lifted his head and drew in the chill air of the room to discover a hundred different scents, though none of them pleasing. He felt the need to roll his shoulders and stretch the ache from his limbs, then took two unsteady steps forward only to freeze as something gripped tightly at the nape of his neck. He slid a tentative hand to the back of his head and was startled by the touch of metal fixed at the base of his skull. His fingers traced a rectangular plate embedded against his flesh attached to a pair of thick cables stretching back across the floor. Turning despite the pull of this new constraint he followed their loping path back into the very casket in which he had awakened. He felt their weight holding him down, pulling him back towards the box. Hate forced his hand to close tight around them at the back of his head and went to pull himself free of this unsavory metal leash. But a sharp stab of pain shouted its warning. “Do not be hasty, there is no need to fear.”

	But it was not fear that had taken hold, it was the hot flush of anger, that, and disgust at the presence of this intrusion into his flesh. The desire to be free overwhelmed the myriad whispers that warned him to stay his hand and he tugged. Sharp pain and a terrible wriggling all the way into the meat of his brain. A hundred voices yelled at him to stop, but he refused them all. Instead, he pulled harder, leaning forward for leverage, desperate to strip the foreign lengths free. The casket thrummed, each warm pulse delivering a wave of tingling energy through the cables and across the plate fixed to his neck. His anger met the soft lull that these pulses induced, but despite the conflicting thoughts racing through his mind, his rage won out and with one mighty twist he ripped free the invasive cables. The act brought instant darkness and he felt the rough metal greet his knees. In a flash his sight returned, and he looked to the hand that still gripped the loose ends of the extracted cables to see a pair of needle probes floundering from the cables like searching worms. A dozen smaller wires hung from the tips, all of them slick with gore that should have remained inside his head. Appalled, he tossed the foul things as far as he could, and in rising again, he discovered that the cacophony within his mind had lessened greatly. With a forceful blink to clear the remnants of his dislocation, he gathered his wits and readied himself for what he would do next.

	The metal plate itched hot where it remained fixed against the skin at the back of his neck. He rubbed at it, but apart from the itch he felt no real discomfort in its presence. Though as his fingers traced the inch-wide holes that had held the cables, holes that must inevitably burrow deep inside his head to have accommodated those foul probes, he felt a tingling sensation of exposure. For a moment he was consumed with an overwhelming desire to cover up those apertures and protect his precious insides, but he realized he could do nothing about that now, so instead, he lowered his hand and turned back to the casket.

	There was nothing inside the box but the contoured padding upon which he had lain and the source of the various cables that had been fixed to him in one way or another. The casket itself was embedded haphazardly within a pile of heaped electronics that resembled a squat tree in the way the tubes and wires spread like roots around his former bed then tapered as the rose to form a canopy across the roof. The edifice pulsated from within, light swelling down through its mass to the ends of the selfsame cables that had until recently been burrowed into his brain. The rhythm was a perfect match for the beating of his own heart and the steady rise and fall of his chest. Unnerved by the regularity in this pattern, he held his breath and through force of will broke the synchronicity of machine and flesh and then turned away with a satisfied grunt.

	The room he was in was only a little bigger than the tangled apparatus that filled its center. Its shadowed walls still glowed intermittently with the light from flashing electronics mounted to panels and in the gloom he got the sense that this was a place given over to science. He looked for a way out and spied the rectangular shape of an open doorway illuminated by a comforting blue glow beyond. With nothing but mute whispers to guide him, he stumbled towards it, picking through wayward loops and bundled wires that lay haphazardly across the floor. He reached the opening and edged through carefully to find a narrow room that trailed away into impenetrable shadow. A window lay to his left, or less a window and more a jagged hole a meter wide that was shrouded behind a transparent curtain of blue energy. This opening looked out upon the most incredible vista. A blanket of night lay exposed beyond the hole, its darkness dappled with the shining pinpricks of a few distant stars tinted blue by the field that covered the breach. He reached up to rest his hand near the aperture for support, noting how the serrated metal there was buckled inward. There was nothing to see out there beyond what was already apparent, and as soon as the awe had passed he stepped away and turned back to the shadows behind. The blue glow only penetrated a meter or two, but its light was enough for him to discern that a trail of damage had torn along the metal walls deeper into the gloom. He took a tentative step closer, unafraid despite anxious whispers inside his head. His bare foot brushed a chunk of broken glass and the softest noise echoed to him from the dark. It was akin to some insect chirping, soft and alluring, drawing him close to where the darkness was deepest. Inch by inch and shape took form, something at odds with the regularity of the steel room down which he prowled. Something was pressed tight against the back wall, a tangle of heaving bulk too large for its confines. The pocked surface shone like leather coated in oil, hues of brown and gray contrasted against the black iron behind it. Whatever it was, it was big. It towered as high as the ceiling and completely filled the cramped space at the end of the room.

	Only now did he pause to reconsider his advance. And with that hesitation there seemed to come a response from the shapeless form as slowly it began to unfurl. Then came a liquid squelch as the clustered shell slowly opened to reveal an array of undulant limbs cloistered within. Had he not been so intent on the thing at the back of the room that he might sooner have listened to the shouts rampaging through his mind. He took one tentative step back and let the shadows envelop it again. Another step as well as a cautious glance behind to pinpoint the door. In the darkness he sensed it loom higher, its presence rising as it drew itself tall. It appeared as though the shadows themselves now pursued his retreat, seemingly pressed forward by the movement of whatever it was that lurked there in the dark. A noise materialized. An odd combination of furtive ticking and reverberating song. Then something emerged fluidly from the darkness and dug into the floor right by his foot. A wicked scythe as long as his leg and connected to a bony joint that reached back into the shadows. The blade strained as the thing pulled itself closer with the sound of scraping metal and the clatter of falling objects. In that moment he caught his first terrible glimpse of the entire thing as it hauled itself swiftly through the narrow space. The sight was enough to snatch the breath from his lungs, and abruptly the many whispered thoughts found the means to condense into a single desperate plea, “Flee you fool Pig!”

	


CHAPTER TWO

	He tore his eyes from the thing in the shadows and abandoned the antechamber for the previous room. His goal was immediate, find a weapon and tackle the beast right here in the narrow doorway where it had the least advantage. But the thing was already scrabbling through the opening as the barbed hooks of its first slithering tentacle curled around the frame. Without time nor tool to mount a more formidable defense, he curled his fists and set his stance, ready to fling himself into the fight.

	The voices in his head wanted none of that. They screeched and raged between his ears until his head swam and nausea overtook him. He stumbled back and fought for clarity with his knuckles pressed to his skull, and upon recovering found himself behind the monument of metal that encompassed the casket with it all now set squarely between him and the approaching terror. Embracing concealment, he stared through the cluttered steel and watched the eerie silhouette of its clamoring limbs marked against the blue glow from beyond as it fought to pull itself through. He could discern nothing of its true shape, just a tangle of jagged legs crowned by a nest of thrashing tentacles that tugged violently at the frame. He chanced to hope that it would fail to squeeze its bulk into the gap, but this thought was quickly dashed when the thing found purchase and slipped right through, its final advance so rapid that he barely had time to shrink further into the dark.

	In it came, all thrashing tendrils and slicing claws as it fell bodily upon the tangled roots of the machine. Its form smothered the casket and much of the surrounding floor and its weight tore loose the clustered cables from the ceiling which then spilled hissing sparks to highlight its shell. But there it halted, and even though he stood close by, with only the stretched cables and pulsating tubes between he and it, it did not attack. Instead, the thing seemed to tighten its voluminous grip on the heaped equipment and its tenuous supports, indistinguishable from the metal in the deepening dark. A cunning sneer touched his lips, with the thing distracted his first strike would need to be decisive. But not from here, the machinery would hamper his attack. So, he began to edge along the wall and around the heaving mass in the center of the room. He kept his eyes fixed on its undulating form as he hunted for an opening, but all he could discern was its massive bulk and the subtle illumination that had begun to weep through the porous surface of its skin. It was impossible to see where the thing ended and the machinery began, so intent was the horror on the casket it embraced. Stink flared in his nostrils, a heady mix of ozone and the foul twang that lingered from the leaking tubes that he had cast to the floor earlier. The smell and the ungodly sucking noises emanating from the monster almost caused him to retch and he choked back a cough. The weight of the thing seemed to shift, and he readied himself for what was to come. But no, the thing was only tightening its grip, the body still rising and falling in steady cadence with the glowing lights descending from the roof into the tangled mass of monster and machine below. It was then that he realized its purpose, recognized its intent as the glow from the beast and that of the oscillating lights from the ceiling reached a synchronicity of intensity and timing.

	He was behind it now but had yet to uncover anything that might serve as a weapon. One hand graced the cold steel at his back to guide him along, and with one more sidestep it came upon a space. There was an alcove at his side, one that had remained unseen in the darkest corner of the room. He took his eyes off the creature and peered into the shadows and uncovered the outline of a bulky door and the sheen of a small glass panel set in the frame just next to his hand. He had the notion to touch the panel, and with the slightest brush of his hand it came alive to reveal a scarlet icon that signified the barring of his way. He understood what to do as though he had done it before, and he brushed the icon aside and watched its color change to green. The door abruptly slid wide open with a machine hiss to spill bright light into the black chamber. Surprise at the glow and concern at what its appearance would elicit from the beast at his back was enough to force him through. A matching panel was fixed to the outside and it came alive with his frantic touch to sweep closed the barrier so quickly that the beast was gone from view before he could see if his departure had lured it from its feast. He stepped back and glanced left and right along the curved passage in which he now found himself. The illumination stretched evenly for a dozen meters in both directions but then quickly faded to conceal the furthest reached of the passage in darkness. Here he paused, uncertain which way to head, and lingering for any suggestion that his departure had roused the beast. But all was still and silent, and after a few reassuring seconds he began to edge to his right where he chanced that the light stretched just a little further. He had taken barely a step when a dull thud, muffled but firm, echoed through the door beside him. Then a second blow shook the seams and tension strained the metal barrier in its frame. A third strike was enough to buckle the metal and fill the air with ozone as the first squirming feeler slipped through the gap and probed the nearby air. The door began to give, and needing no further prompting, he chose discretion and spun on his heels then took off down the passage at a run, knowing fully that the chase was on.

	He dashed along the hall as more light sprang up ahead to welcome him. It was lined with many more doors all identical to the one that the beast was throwing its weight against well behind. In his haste he almost missed a junction but skidded to the right with a brief glance to see the thing finally break down the door and come crashing into the passage after him. This next hall had more doors on the right and a long wall on the left whose midpoint housed only a wide archway sealed by a glimmering curtain of blue. He saw nothing along the distant length that might offer him sanctuary as the urge to stand and fight resurfaced in his mind. He took heed of a whispered warning and dashed over to the blue field to see the barrier flicker and die at his approach. Beyond the threshold was a dark shaft that rose up and away and also descended into the depths. A panel like the one on the door was fixed beside the shaft and without hesitation he brought it to life, brushing the familiar icon downward with confidence and murmured approval from within. The panel responded and a platform of blue energy appeared from nothing to welcome him inside the shaft. He glanced back in time to see the first spear-tipped foreleg wrap around the junction wall then he gingerly probed the blue glow with his foot. It took his weight, enveloping his lower leg with tingling energy and forming a solid base on which he could stand. The thing was coming fast as he stepped through fully, and already he was descending as the arch above quickly slid away from view. That portal of light was then abruptly choked by the bulk of the creature as it clambered into the opening just meters above his head. He stared up at it with his fists clenched, ready for the thing to fall upon him, but then his rapid descent was abruptly cut short as the platform suddenly halted and an exit appeared at his back. The space beyond welcomed him with warm light and fresh scents and decidedly no slithering horrors. He ducked through with the scrabbling of the beast pursuing him and was barely out when the first tentacle gripped the upper lip of the opening behind. He saw the control panel and knew what to do. He dodged past the floundering limb and brushed his hand across the glass, setting his command and directing the arrow as more limbs were thrust into the chamber. Then he heard it shriek a shrill hiss of frustration and the limbs were hauled back into the shaft, jerked up in the grip of a blue haze. But the thing did not go easily as it flashed out a wayward tentacle to catch at the arm he had raised before himself in defense. Instinctively he threw himself onto his back as the tentacle groped desperately and then was gone, dragged up with the rest of the monster towards the upper levels with the fading sound of it scrabbling and hissing echoing to silence. 

	Rejuvenated by his apparent success he began a slow jog, taking corners at random and seeking to put as much distance as he could between himself and his dreaded pursuer. This level was no different from the one above, well-lit halls that prompted movement towards the interior and snaked past uniform doors that offered little interest until he came across one with a curious object on the floor in front. It was a container of sorts, empty, but possessing the same familiar stink as the tubes he had encountered in the casket above. He nudged the cylinder aside then tapped the panel of the door and slipped through, welcoming the chance to pause and collect his thoughts. Darkness enveloped him as the door slid closed, only the thinnest light beckoned from beyond a dozen shadowed obstructions between here and its source somewhere at the back. He inhaled the heady stench of chemicals and listened to the soft whirr and rhythmic click of machines working in the dark. His breathing steadied, but between his temples a dull pounding now made itself known and was made worse as he prowled barefoot across the cold floor. He navigated around low desks and delicate stools that appeared to have little chance of supporting his considerable bulk. The space between the desks housed refrigerated cabinets, and through the frosted glass he spied tiny vials and bottles filled with strange chemicals that seemed to glow of their own accord. An alchemical stink permeated the air and wormed into his nostrils with each inhalation. Nausea swelled in his throat, and he paused to wipe the back of his hand across his face as he sought to escape the smell. All this added to the pounding in his head as his thoughts again began to swim. He drew up and sought to address his confusion with a solid slap across his own cheek. Blessedly, this alleviated his queasiness, though did nothing for the throbbing pain so he pressed on despite the discomfort, circling a tall rack of containers as he approached the illuminated section at the back of the room.

	His pain increased anew, and his thoughts now thudded against the bone of his skull. His head was brimming with cawing voices full of conflicting words that he could barely catch, never mind understand. No focus or effort of his will could lessen the maddening noise, and, so distracted, he fell clumsily against the last of the benches and sent a glass container crashing to the floor. He shied from this sudden noise, and the maddening thoughts seemed to do the same, quelling his discomfort and clearing his head enough that he could proceed. It was only then that he sensed movement ahead and worried that perhaps the shattering glass had called some enemy to the fore. But he could hear no alien chittering, and there was no stink of ozone to rise above the chemical smells. Emboldened, he edged forward until his eyes detected movement again, and by crouching to peer between the shelves, he spied a figure waiting up ahead.

	Slender arms tipped by hands with too many fingers worked at a long cylinder lying on its side. He shifted his view and saw a tall figure with skin of silvery white standing side on to him in a cleared space by the back wall. Metallic joints whirred softly as it probed the container hovering before it, and he felt emboldened enough to circle the last of the equipment so that the full form of this curious stranger could be revealed. It was a machine man nearly as tall as himself, though far more delicate in form. It stood on a pair of slender legs balanced on four long toes each tipped with a gleaming claw-like curve. Its tapered torso rose to narrow shoulders and its thin arms extended out to where interactions with the black cylinder continued as though it were oblivious to his approach. The eyeless head remained intent upon its work, the only feature prominent on its stark visage was a streamlined nose reminiscent of a shortened silver beak. It remained completely unaware, or at least uncaring, as he stepped closer and made purposeful sounds to draw its attention. If it noted his appearance, it gave no indication, merely continued at its task of tapping away at the panel fixed to the opaque surface of the cylinder. 

	“Hello?”

	The machine paid him no heed. 

	“Can you tell me where I am?” The depth of his own voice was foreign to his ears.

	Again, no response. He took another step and switched his attention from the eyeless face to the cylinder upon which it was applying its ministrations. Here he found something even more astonishing than the strange attendant working at his side. The cylinder lay flat with its opaque top fixed seamlessly to the dark iron of the lower half. The object was raised to waist height by a faint blue field that extended from the floor to hold the squat cylinder, its translucent surface was a maze of electrical circuits that flowed to a central point at one end. It was at this section that the machine tapped, each touch sent snakes of light coursing across the glass and within, the cylinder bubbled and churned with gelatinous fluids that were illuminated from the depths by the purest green. It was what floated in that liquid that had caught his eye. A tiny form was suspended in the ooze with its chubby pink limbs clutched tight to its chest as it bobbed in the immersion of goo. The eyes on that tiny face were pressed closed yet they slowly turned towards him, the nostrils of its flat and pronounced nose twitching as they hunted out his scent. The tiny mouth sucked at some invisible teat, and he saw that this infant’s waist was bound by a plastic girdle connected to an umbilical tube, much as he himself had once been connected to the casket. The thing’s long pointed ears swam gently at the side of its tiny head as it bobbed around in the churning liquid. He reached up and touched his own ears, tracing the similar contours he found there and recognizing something of himself in the diminutive other. Concepts and ideas drifted about his head as he chased half-remembered images that flowed just out of reach. He sought meaning in the tiny shape before him, but nothing would condense within his confused and aching mind. Suddenly, he was jolted from his musings as the machine abruptly ceased its tapping and the blue field beneath the cylinder began to hum. The silver automaton took one smooth step back, the points of its clawed toes clacking loudly against the steel as the cylinder slid away towards the wall. One among a series of circular doors then swung open to accept the device and its curious charge only to slide closed the moment that the cylinder was safely inside. A bright green light appeared just above the faint outline of the hatch, and he saw that it was one among many such slots lining the wall, though the lights above the other doors all glowed a certain red.
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