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Introduction by Mags

 

 

Welcome back, scalawags of space, brigands
of the Belt, and privateers of all planets. Our merry band of
outlaws has a fresh collection of tall tales and violent voyages
for you.

Like the first thirty adventures collected in
the Meteor Mags: Omnibus Edition and Meteor Mags: The
Second Omnibus, each episode stands on its own but is connected
to all the others. The crew members you meet will grow and change
over the years and, as Jim Morrison once sang, “No one here gets
out alive.” That’s why we pirates have a traditional toast: “To a
merry life, and a short one.”

My short life’s been a lot longer than most,
owing to the ring I wear. My great-grandmother made it hundreds of
years ago. It keeps me in reasonable health and extends my lifespan
to two hundred years—barring any sort of fatal injury. I can’t even
remember the last time I had a cold.

But I’m also not entirely human. Nobody knows
why. I was born with a cat-like tail, and my reflexes and senses
are sharper like a cat’s. I got made fun of sometimes as a kid,
like I was some kind of freak. But I soon learned that beating the
crap out of people put a stop to that right quick.

My cat, Patches, is even more of an anomaly.
She was born a standard-issue fluffy calico. But back in 2027, she
was almost killed, and we put her into this machine to save her. It
destroyed a planet-sized moon in the process of super-charging her
back to life, and she came out of it basically invincible. I’m sure
she will outlive me and maybe the entire universe, and that’s a
frightening thought. But for now, we conquer life one day at a
time.

I could fill you in on more of our history
and all the crew members, but wouldn’t you rather dive in and get
right to the action?

I thought so.

Now if you don’t mind, I have cargo to
liberate and an empire to build. If you feel like chatting later,
look me up at the Jolly Brewery. The first round’s on me.

 

Cheers!

 

Meteor Mags


 

 


31

 

Permanent Crescent

 

 

The Moon is about to die, and it’s all Mags’
fault. Join a hell-raising space pirate and her indestructible
calico cat as they confront a lunar death cult whose alien leader
plans to take his revenge on humanity by destroying Earth’s ancient
satellite.

 

16,000 words.

 

 

I’m an alien, and I don’t remember the last
time a human made me feel anything at all. Sometimes, I feel frozen
like a piece of iron. Like a factory that’s been shut down.

 

—Henry Rollins; Invisible Woman Blues,
1997.

 



Part One:
Eternal Darkness

 

 

December 2030. The Moon. Odonata.

 

It hurts again, and I can’t do anything
about it. I can’t escape the pain or numb it or focus on anything
else. My only comfort is knowing that at some point it will end,
and my greatest torment is knowing it will start again. It’s been
like that for—how long?

My captors do what they please until they get
bored or take more measurements. They don’t talk to me. Only to
each other. Why would you talk to a piece of furniture or a
possession? I wouldn’t.

They take what they want from me then
disappear until the next time. They keep me alive though I wish I
could die. Needles force fluids and nutrients into my blood while I
lie here helpless. Alone.

I hate them all.

Over time, I gather things from their
conversations. I am on a place called the Moon, which is a
satellite of a planet called Earth. I am unique to that planet. Its
inhabitants have begun the most rudimentary exploration of their
solar system. And because colonization is warfare, they need
weapons. They believe they can learn something from my body,
something to give them an edge on the competition. Something to
make them conquerors.

I get vivisected and sewn back together and
torn apart, and the cycle repeats.

Their language isn’t hard to absorb, being
nearly as primitive as their desires. Their simplistic savagery has
made them exceptional at torture—or, as they call it, research.

I black out again. It gives me a respite.

Then the power goes out. The banks of their
archaic computational devices go dark. The bubbling ceases in the
tanks where cloned replicas of my internal organs grow. The room
where I have spent the most agonizing period of my existence turns
red in emergency lights, then goes completely black.

I don’t know why no one comes to check on me.
Perhaps they are occupied by some external disaster. If that’s the
case, then I might be abandoned to die.

That would be some small mercy.
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I awake.

I dreamed I was dead.

No pain. No captivity. Nothing but endless
absence.

I should be so fortunate.

I have yet to regrow one of my arms, leaving
me with only three, all bound. Curse these vermin for trapping me.
I am worthy of being their god. But I swear on the ground of my
birth planet that I will be their exterminator. I will level their
worlds and turn their water into fire. I will let them live long
enough to see me erase the light from their skies. I will—

I will need to free myself.

I struggle. It doesn’t help.

A light appears. It begins as a single red
dot on the wall across from me, near the door my captors used. Then
it’s a molten line in the wall. Then a fiery square around the
lock, sputtering and dripping melted metal.

The cutout piece of wall comes flying at me
but falls meters short of striking me. Through the hole in the
wall, in backlit silhouette, some piece of alien footwear
protrudes. I hear three voices. Two seem to speak the language of
my captors, and another comes from a species I don’t recognize.

What hideous noises they make. It’s like
weeping but more frightening.

The door bursts open, and blinding white
light fills my eyes. Another prolonged shriek issues from the
unidentified species, and I almost make linguistic sense of it.

The second voice is easy to understand. It
says, “What the fuck is that?!”

A third voice says, “Blast it!”

“No,” says the second. “Whatever it is, it’s
here against its will. Stand back. Let Patches check it out.”
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21 December 2030. The Moon.

 

Mags smashed the sole of her combat boot
into the red rectangle she’d carved with a laser. The entire lock
and a substantial chunk of the wall went flying into the room.
“That’s how we solve that problem. Did the egghead tell you
anything?”

“It was hard to tell,” said Tarzi, “what with
him gurgling on his blood and drowning in it.”

“I told him not to run!”

“You could have shot him in the leg or
something. Non-vital organs?”

Mags laughed and lit a stolen cigarette. “The
smart money is on center mass. Let’s see what this so-called secret
chamber is all about.” She kicked open the door. Lights from her
and Tarzi’s headlamps revealed a sight neither of them were
prepared for.

Patches howled.

Mags said, “What the fuck is that?”

“Blast it!”

“No,” said Mags. “Whatever it is, it’s here
against its will. Stand back. Let Patches check it out.”

Patches approached the captive and its
mechanical bed as if she were stalking prey in an open field: low
to the ground, ears pressed back. Only the tip of her slowly waving
tail betrayed her presence—as if, despite all the restraint and
poise she could muster, she could not fully contain the excitement
of the hunt.

She crept up to the monster’s feet, which
were unlike any feet Patches had ever seen. The clawed appendages
extended over the edge of the slab the captive occupied and were
held in place by metal shackles around the ankles. Similar shackles
bound its three wrists and its neck, with another wrist shackle
standing empty. The creature was missing an arm.

Patches raised a paw and took a swipe at one
shackle, batted it twice more, but held back her body, preparing to
leap away if the unfamiliar thing struck at her.

It did not.

Patches approached one cold metal bond with
the tip of her nose.

Mags held her shotgun aimed at the beast’s
center mass. The muzzle had not moved a millimeter since she placed
it there. Tendrils of smoke curled around the fingers on her left
hand and danced in the dim light.

Tarzi moved out of the doorway to rest his
back against the wall. Trying to rush Mags and Patches had always
proven about as useful as trying to melt a glacier with an electric
hair dryer.

Patches slunk around the table with her bushy
belly pressed close to the floor like a slithering serpent. Her
padded paws made nary a sound. She sniffed a dozen scents of humans
who had come and gone from the room. She recognized several of them
as belonging to the recently murdered humans throughout the
building and labyrinthine hallways she and her friends had painted
with blood.

But the scent of the creature she examined
was something entirely new, something inhuman and barely animal.
Something she had never hunted before. Its odor brought to mind
insects, and reptiles, and mammals. But it was none of those.

Convinced it was unable to move or free
itself, Patches wriggled her hindquarters and leapt onto the
elevated slab.

The creature trembled in a way that reminded
Patches of tiny animals she had trapped beneath her paws or held in
her pointed fangs as they struggled for life. Her tuft-filled ears
picked up the creature’s double heartbeats and its breath. She
mewed to Mags.

“Then what the fuck is it? An alien?”

Tarzi said, “That thing is not from
our solar system.”

“Wait here,” said Mags. “I’m going in.” She
chucked her fag to the floor.

“Great,” said Tarzi. “Don’t die.”

Mags’ headlamp shone on the tanks and
consoles surrounding the captive. She didn’t have a clue what most
of them did individually, but the overall purpose was clear.

Whatever was being vivisected on the table
before she and her friends so rudely interrupted was being held
against its will, subjected to “research” while still alive, and
had parts of it cloned for a purpose Mags did not find challenging
to guess.

She spat on the floor. “Fucking humans.”

From the other side of the doorway, Tarzi
called, “I heard that!”

Mags
resisted the urge to destroy everything in sight. “Not you, dear.
Just dealing with some heavy shit. Remember those tanks of organs
we saw on that lizard ship in the outer planets?”[1]

“Still having nightmares about it,
thanks.”

“This is even worse. Hang tight.”

“I got the hallway covered.”

Mags moved closer to the unknown lifeform and
swept it from head to toe with her headlamp, never lowering the
shotgun. “Sink and fucking burn me. Patches?”

Patches chattered.

“Same here.” The creature had three arms and
a stump where a fourth should have been, and two legs, all of which
looked to be double-jointed. Its limbs were slender but armored in
places with a substance that appeared iridescent in Mags’ headlamp.
She estimated the beast would stand more than two meters tall and
tower over her.

She jabbed it with the Benelli’s muzzle,
under what she assumed were ribs, trying to discern what showed
from under its back. Mags found more armor, like a beetle’s
carapace. Poking out at the edges: diaphanous wings like a
dragonfly’s, but folded up.

She said, “I hear its heart. Or hearts.
There’s two.”

Patches whined.

Mags directed her headlamp over its face. A
pair of mandibles straddled a more complex mouth full of smaller
teeth and insect-like parts on an elongated face holding four
compound eyes and four smaller ones resembling the simple,
light-sensing eyes of spiders. A quartet of antennae crowned the
bony, angular face. Its ears were not visible, but lying below the
surface, hidden by membranes on each side of its head.

“Fuck me twice,” said Mags. “Can you imagine
two of these things trying to mate?”

Patches clawed the table.

“I don’t see why not. Can you get through
those restraints?”

Patches purred.

“Fine. Set it free. I don’t care what it
looks like. Nothing deserves to die like that.”

The monster remained still while Patches did
her work. It had no desire to learn what the weapon pointed at it
could do. The three sentients, clearly unaffiliated with its
captors, appeared to be helping it. No one had done anything nice
for the alien in quite some time, and the measure of gratitude it
felt for that kindness prevented it from taking out its rage on the
trio.

After destroying the final shackle, Patches
jumped down from the table.

The monster slowly rose, propped itself on
two double-jointed elbows, then lowered its clawed feet to the
floor.

Mags covered it with the Benelli. “You
alright there, tough guy?”

The reply was a
klackata-klackata-klack from its insectoid face, something
that reminded Mags of a steam train rolling down a track. It
sounded like the blues, and Mags was no stranger to the blues a
person could get in captivity.

Since 2029, she had become increasingly adept
at communicating with other species, but Mags could make no
linguistic sense of the noises from a being from beyond the System
and with an entirely alien vocabulary. Still, she detected no
immediate threat or aggression.

“Tarzi,” she said. “Patches. Step back. Give
it some space.” Without lowering her guard, she backed out of the
room.

Standing and raising itself from a hunched
position to assume its full height, the monster surveyed its
prison: the consoles and machinery, the blinking lights, the
glowing tubes where tissues and organs grown from samples of its
body floated in tangles of wires and needles. Rage overcame it, a
pent-up rage that found release in destroying everything in its
reach.

The monster ripped apart banks of computers
and hurled chunks of advanced electronics at the tubes. Their glass
exploded, and the green, glowing liquid splattered the walls and
the angry alien.

Mags and Tarzi ran from the chaos to a safer
distance down the hall.

Patches stood in the doorway and observed.
Her pupils contracted to narrow, almond-shaped slits in her sharp,
green eyes. Her ears twitched every which way at the shattering
cacophony. Unlike the proverbial cats killed by curiosity, Patches
had no reason to fear much of anything anymore. She was free to
indulge her otherwise lethal inquisitiveness.

What she saw pleased her. She purred. She
felt a kinship with the monster. Patches, too, enjoyed tearing
things apart: a stuffed toy, a cardboard box, a battalion of
enemies, a spaceship. Even so, the monster had not an ounce of
playfulness in its outburst, merely hate. She not only saw that;
she smelled it.

The monster paused for mere seconds in the
middle of the wreckage. Its armored shoulders rose and fell. It
charged the doorway and, once in the hallway, spread its wings.
With a sound like a machine gun, the wings beat the air, and the
alien flew down the hall in the opposite direction from its
liberators.

Patches ran after it. Even at top speed, she
failed to keep up. Leaving Mags and Tarzi behind, she burst through
the obliterated doorway through which the trio had entered the
building. She was just in time to see the alien in the sky fade to
a distant speck before disappearing over the horizon.

When her human friends caught up to her,
Patches chattered.

Mags picked her up and scratched one side of
her fuzzy face, then the other. “You did fine, baby kitty. I don’t
know what the hell that thing was, but I doubt we’ve seen the last
of it.”

Tarzi
holstered his weapon. “Remember the last time you unleashed
an invasive species?”[2]

Mags said, “You’re never letting me live that
down, are you?”

“Probably not. Is it beer-thirty yet?”

“We need to comb the rest of this facility
for tech and all the info we can plunder.”

“Sounds like it would be more fun over a
couple of pints.”

Mags set her hand on his shoulder. “Young
man, I like the way you think. Grab a slab from the Bêlit
and meet me inside.”



Part Two:
Eternal Damnation

 

 

26 October 2031. Ceres. Mags.

 

 Jen was
one of the girls I’d taught on Vesta.[3] She never
went by Jenny. She liked to say, “A jenny is a female donkey!”
She’d punch you in the teeth if you ever called her that twice.

Jen was a good kid. Last I heard, she was on
the Moon. I’d tried to talk her out of it, years before, but she
had family there.

I was happy to hear from her—then horrified
when I saw her on the vid Plutes played for me on the monitor. The
beautiful young woman I’d known had become a skeleton. The cute
pink haircut I’d last seen her with had become a scraggly, tangled
mess. Bruises marred her skin, and the wound around her left eye
looked like it needed stitches.

She shouted, “Mags!” She stood before a
console I could barely see and a shit-stained wall behind her.
“Damn it, is this thing on? Mags, if you can hear me, you need to
get here right now. I might be—”

Jen broke down and wept.

I placed my hand on the screen.

“By the time you get this—” Jen cast a glance
over her shoulder at some danger outside the frame. “There’s a
whole new religion here, led by some kind of alien, and they want
to blast the Moon right out of the sky! Maybe turn it into a black
hole! You need to stop them! I don’t—”

An explosion interrupted her. The horde from
off-screen stormed her and took her to the ground. Their flailing
arms beat her. Jen screamed.

“Turn it off,” I shouted. “Turn it the fuck
off!”

Plutonian stopped the playback, but the final
frame lingered on the screen. I clenched my fist and put it through
the glass. “Fuck!”

I plucked shards of glass from my knuckles.
“When did this come in?”

“Yesterday,” said Plutes. “You get a ton of
mail these days. I called as soon as I saw it.”

I said, “She’s dead.”

“You don’t know that. She might have escaped,
or—”

I whirled about to face him. “You saw what I
saw! Don’t bullshit me!”

“I never will.” Plutes fell silent, but I
caught him watching my tail as if trying to judge my mood. “What do
you plan to do?”

I clenched my bleeding fist and squeezed red
drops from it onto the console. “I’m going to the Moon to find
whoever did this to her.”

“Right. Should I grab my shotgun?”

I set my hand on his shoulder. “Stay here and
monitor for messages and any comms you can hack into. Be my ears,
and get in touch if you hear anything. And I mean anything.” I
kissed him.

When I pulled away, he said, “Mags?”

“Yeah?”

“Kill ’em
all.”[4]

I brushed him with my tail. “That’s the
plan.”

 

[image: tmp_5705730a21ca287bb6a4402254d919f8_hhLf1S_html_1c7e91be.jpg]

 

I snagged Tarzi and Donny for the Moon
mission. When we got there, I told Patches to stay on the ship. I
had legwork to do, and I expected it might involve going
undercover.

The boys dropped me off at a spaceport
surrounded by casinos and strip clubs. Those cheeky bastards had
the nerve to ask me if they could go ashore for a few hours.

“Next time,” I said. “Just be ready to pick
me up.”

They returned to orbit.

It didn’t take long before I found the first
flyer. Then a second, and a third. They were stapled to bulletin
boards and taped to kiosks in the streets outside the tourist zone.
They didn’t hold much information. They were simply images, drawn
by hand, of an alien face I recognized.

My suspicions were proven. The thing behind
the cult that killed Jen was the same monstrosity I’d liberated
nearly a year before. I’d given him a second chance on life. He
wasted it earning his death.

I crushed the third flyer in my fist. Someone
knew where to find that bastard. And I had a good idea where to
start.
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27 October 2031. The Moon. Mags.

 

You know those dance clubs where everyone
dresses all posh and wears nice perfume? Where you enjoy an amazing
light show and killer beats while trying to hook up with sexy
people? You know the kind of club I mean. For a few hours until the
break of dawn, you forget your troubles and live an awesome
fantasy.

Club Meridian wasn’t one of those clubs.

It was more like a derelict house full of
squatters who hadn’t bathed twice this century and were content to
trash every centimeter of the place. Garbage covered the floor.
Graffiti covered the walls. Piss and vomit stained the booths. If
you were unlucky enough to need a dunny can, you’d be better off
going outside, shitting in the dusty streets, and wiping your arse
with a wet scrap of junk mail.

Forget washing your hands. I’m pretty sure
they just ran the loo water straight into the sinks, where it came
out the color of rusty diarrhea and was directed right back into
the crapper tanks.

The one saving grace was that hardly any of
the lights worked, so at least the squalor was muted. Visually,
anyway. I went there once without nose filters. It was not a
mistake I made twice.

Don’t get me wrong. I’ve collected plenty of
dirty habits and even dirtier dirtbag associates scattered across
the System, so I’ve spent more than a few hours doing business and
taking drugs with so-called friends in the worst kinds of
roach-infested hovels where becoming a Detroit crack house would
have been an upgrade.

But honestly, Club Meridian didn’t even earn
a spot on my list of the top-ten worst hellholes I’ve been to.
Compared to the asteroid mines that ran on child slave labor, it
was the bloody Taj Mahal.

Plus, the bartender liked me, even if he was
a complete arsehole. I knew him back when he was a bouncer at an
even rougher joint in the Belt, where one night he got outnumbered
in a scrap with these racial supremacist types who were trying to
trash the club. He was a big, beefy guy and threw a mean punch, but
there were too many of them. They had him on the ground and were
about to have a boot party on his face.

I don’t much care for bullies, racists, or
gangs. Hell, I go looking for them when I feel like having a blue
with some random arseholes. Plus, this bouncer had stepped up one
night when I wasn’t there, and he rescued a good friend of mine
after she’d been drugged by some sleaze-dick who was definitely
planning on raping her and probably planning on killing her. Even
if that dump always overcharged me for watered-down swill, I
figured I owed him one.

His real name was Bartleby, though he’d punch
you for using it.

That night, seeing him on the ground, I
smashed a bottle over someone’s skull and drove the jagged edge
into someone else’s throat, and Bartle-buns and I didn’t stop
killing until the killing was done.

I might have hugged him afterward, but I was
pretty plastered.

Later, I helped him get the bartending job at
Club Meridian—which, as far as I’m concerned, was the exact
opposite of helping someone. But he asked me for the favor, so I
did what I could. He had family on the Moon and wanted to be close
to them. After a few bribes and unsubtle threats of disfigurement,
he got the job.

He never again charged me for a drink. But he
still watered down the rum. What an arsehole.

Club Meridian earned its name by sitting on
the dividing line between the Earth-facing and the so-called “dark”
sides of the Moon. It wasn’t the only dive with that distinguishing
feature, but it was the first, the oldest, and the scummiest.

I sidled
up to the end of the bar without taking a seat on their
syphilis-covered barstools. “Hey, B! Can a nigga get a table
dance?”[5]

Bart showed me his middle finger. “In yer
dreams!” He grabbed a quarter-full bottle of rum and a rocks glass
that hadn’t been washed since the days of the first lunar colony.
He brought them to me, but I noticed a limp. The bottle and the
glass slammed down on the bar top in front of me.

I chucked the dirty glass into the rubbish
bin. “What is this bullshit?”

“We’re
fresh out of Kraken. All we got is Captain Morgan.”[6]

“Christ in a Cuisinart. Bring another
bottle.” I watched his sorry arse limp away and back to me. “What’s
with the gimp walk? You run into some trouble here?”

“Is there any night I don’t?”

I pulled the plastic pour spout from the
first bottle and dumped a bit of liquid into my gullet. “I could
get you a job in a better place. If you weren’t such a dick.”

“You already would have, if you weren’t so
busy whoring around.”

“Now that,” I said, “is just offensive.”

“You didn’t come here for cuddles and
kisses.” He wiped a bit of the bar top in front of me with a damp
brown rag that probably began its life as a lily-white towel and
was now carrying several strains of mutated hepatitis.

“No, I did not.” I took another swig. “I came
here to find someone who is in dire need of being killed.”

Bart laughed. “Just look around.”

“Nah,” I said. “Not like that. A very
specific someone.”

“I can’t have you killing my customers. I
make shit for tips as it is.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You do.” Even a cursory
glance at the unwashed degenerates strung out in the bare-lightbulb
glow could tell you some of those fucktards couldn’t pay their tabs
half the time. “If you weren’t getting paid off by pimps, you’d be
flat broke.”

He didn’t say a word.

“Fortunately, the kind of scum you run with
is the kind of scum I’m looking for. I could start by beating the
will to live out of everyone in this bar. Or, we could have a
friendly chat.”

He looked downright crestfallen for a second.
He wiped the bar again with that shit-colored rag.

I grabbed his wrist. “Stop spreading that
viral infection while I’m drinking, or I swear to god I will rip
off your arm at the elbow.”

A flicker of resistance shone in his eyes.
His jaw tightened. But he wasn’t stupid. “My family could really
use the extra cash.”

“If you help me find the scumbag I’m looking
for, I will set you up, along with your entire family, for
life.”

“No joke?”

“No joke, douche lord. And if you
don’t help me?” I released his wrist and sucked down a
couple shots of Captain Swill. “Then the entire Moon can kiss its
cold, grey arse goodbye, including you, me, your family, and
everyone on it.” I assessed the emotions that ran across his face.
“I’m not talkin’ shit, B. This ain’t some petty vendetta or a
little cargo liberation. We’re balls-deep.”

From the pocket of my mini-skirt, I pulled a
roll of cash. “Are you gonna help me, or do I need to resort to
mass murder? I could go either way.”

He took the cash. “Who do you need to
find?”

I polished off the first bottle and cracked
open the second. “To a merry life.”

He helped himself to a glass of the same.
“And a short one.”

I always liked something about that kid.
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Thanks to B-Style, I got a front-row seat to
the madness. Every religion seeks converts from the lowest rungs of
society. Who needs eternal forgiveness more than complete scumbags?
And where better to find complete scumbags than Club Meridian?

I chatted with some downtrodden loonies Bart
referred me to, and I discovered where the next meeting was.

I was pretty sure every other person in the
church was a rapist, cat-kicker, or child molester. I would have
taken them all out with my bare hands if not for the fact that I
was hunting the alien freak at the top.

What a
fucking clown parade. Have I mentioned how much I hate churches?
Yeah, yeah, probably a hundred times. Mama and I were burning down
these temples of idiocy back in the 1930s, and look where that got
us.[7] You can burn a building to
the ground, but enormously stupid ideas live on.

Story of my solar system.

The place was your typical low-rent lunar
building, a pre-fab affair made from the cheapest metals available.
It was a hemisphere bolted to a skeleton, not more than forty
meters in diameter in that bland, grey color they make them in.

But I couldn’t fault the faithful for their
attempts to personalize the impersonal structure. They had all
these flags and banners up, and some pretty nice furniture. Even
the pews were padded with a soft, red cloth.

They’d installed a carpeted stage along the
northern rim of the circular enclosure, complete with a backstage
area to either side and a faux wooden pulpit in the center. The
sound system was the tits.

I entered the front door wearing an
absolutely decrepit set of rags for an outfit so I could blend in.
One of the bitches at the entrance dipped her thumb in a bowl of
red paint and drew the lunar symbol on my forehead. I wanted to
grab her and shout, “What the fuck are you doing?” But like I said:
I was on a bigger mission than liberating minds.

Inside, I looked for a seat on the end of a
pew. The last place I wanted to be was trapped in the middle of a
row of lunatics if the shit hit the fan. I found one and sat my
arse down.

The gal who took the stage wasn’t the main
attraction. Just the warm-up act. She led the crowd in a
“responsive reading” where she read from the supposedly holy text,
and the crowd answered her in scripted responses. I followed along
in the book I pulled from a little rack on the back of the pew in
front of me.

It was
full of pearls of wisdom like, “Death is the final liberation. All
the planets are graves. Darkness is the final light. So shall it be
done.”[8]

I admit: It was kind of metal. But these
idiots were serious!

Once everyone was primed and in non-rational,
mass-behavior mode, the Scumlord in Chief took the stage. He’d
regrown his fourth arm and fitted himself with some kind of digital
translator to convert his insect-like, clicking-clacking speech
into English—like one of those things a throat-cancer patient gets
on his neck.

Just to clarify, I’ll refer to the alien as a
“he”, but that’s an arbitrary pronoun. I don’t honestly know
what the fuck it was, or if sexual dimorphism even had any
meaning to its biology. It could have been some kind of egg-laying
hermaphrodite for all I knew.

Except for what came next.

When he took the stage, the crowd was already
on its feet and broke into applause. The random clapping solidified
into the unified rhythm you hear at Russian concerts, and everyone
started chanting the same word: Odonata. Odonata.
Odonata.

I assumed that was their name for the alien.
Though it rang a bell, I couldn’t quite place it.

He stretched out his four arms in an X shape,
then folded each of the two pairs into a universal prayer symbol:
palms flat against each other and fingertips joined. Everyone in
the crowd did the same, but a two-handed version. I followed suit
and played along.

The sermon he delivered was full of the
platitudes we’d done in the warm-up act, but with an extra helping
of death. I am the last person who should be criticizing an agenda
of murder, but this dude was way over the top. “One day soon,” he
said, “the Moon will no longer brighten the sky of Earth. That
planet will know, at last, the darkness it so richly deserves. And
in bringing that darkness, our souls will shine eternal in the
pantheon of stars. Who is with me?”

Judging from the cheers, everyone was with
him.

Right up to that point, I was ready to kill
the guy. But things got worse.

From one side of the stage, two goons wheeled
out a girl bound to some kind of altar or table type thing. They
were strapped with knives, and I thought, They’re about to flay
this poor girl alive.
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