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Gramps

––––––––
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GRAMPS

It was the bugs who started it, that’s what my grandfather said. When it comes down to it, I suppose he was right, attacking and eating a class 3 exploration vessel’s crew isn’t usually considered diplomatic at the best of times.

We call them bugs. The scientists use another term, but bugs is what’s stuck in the brains of the people fighting this war. The Magellan, a real original name, right? The Magellan was just entering the outer rim of Andromeda when it was attacked. It seems that they only had enough time to squeeze a sub-ether beam back into our galaxy before the lights went out. Based on what the news showed, bugs were the best anyone could do. The things are about man high with a whole bundle of appendages coming out of a hard, segmented carapace. Some of the appendages act like tentacles, some have grasping finger-like ends and some have what looks like nature’s way of making a syringe. Whatever the appendages are it’s a hell of a lot more than six or eight.

The head looks like one of those ancient photos of what my grandfather called an auto-mobile mixed with a housefly, well the front end of one. Above the mouthpieces, which are also too many, the things have a lot of eyes. Two main round ones with faceted lenses, and a bunch of smaller ones lined up on the outside of the mains. And then ringing the brainpan are the feelers or antennae. Frankly, the whole thing is enough to give a scorpion nightmares. I don’t know, my job was to just kill the things.

I’m a tanker, but not in the way Gramps meant the term about the guys who pilot the Bolos. It took us a few years to get the tech down to where we didn’t lose a member of the team whenever we swatted a bug carrier. You see, being in the tank means you’re submerged in a sort of embryonic fluid that interacts with your system without needing needles and tubes, or even wires. It takes a minimal team of six to keep one system going, and before they perfected the system, feedback would generally incapacitate or even kill one out of six with each strike.

The tank links our minds, kind of like hooking up a handful of processors in parallel. The result is an organic quantum processor that operates at a speed the big boys upstairs have yet to classify. At first, they were using it to speed up the process of weapons and transport development. They had to because the weakest thing the bugs had was more than a match for our biggest battleship. It was only luck that took out the ship responsible for me being here, more about that later. Anyway, it took one-third of the tank development years to drive them back to the outer rim. And then, during one Tanker session, the accident happened.

What I mean by the word, accident, I mean someone was killed. The brain boys, on the other hand, were as excited as hell. You see, the team had somehow opened a pathway through subspace, something the tech was not intended to do. They babbled something about frequencies of dimensions and planes versus threads using particles or waves, and all the while one of the Tankers was sizzling away like bacon in a pan.

After about another year, they figured out how to send a pulse along the pathway. The head scientist called it nearly X-Class in strength. I had no idea what that meant back when Gramps told me about it, but now I do know. The EMP pulses that are generated by a solar flare range anywhere from A-Class, meaning normal background radiation, to X-Class, meaning, “Oh my god we’re all going to die” levels. 

What the tankers were able to send along the pulse was at the lower X-Class level, and a portion of the feedback cooked one of the team. It also fused the bug vessel they were checking out into an exotic metal asteroid with bits of carbon here and there.

So, the brain boys had invented a weapon, but for every bug carrier it took out, we lost a Tanker. Seeing as the bugs outnumber humanity by a factor of about a gig to 1, we’d all be extinct before they were inconvenienced. As I said, it took 34 years to figure out the problem. For fourteen of those years, I was just a gleam in my daddy’s eye. I went into the tank when I was sixteen. I was lucky, I only got zapped instead of cooked, and the third time it happened, I nearly went over the wall.

Oh, did I not tell you? Tankers are also condemned criminals. I earned my ticket by winning a contest I was supposed to lose, I guess. The authorities called it murder. I call it being set up. Gramps would have done the same thing. I mean, it was his shoes I was trying to fill, but the petty cruelty and nepotism running throughout the entire service were grating on me, and I was never one to take the easy way out and kill my frustration by visiting the local mood parlor. They say the smoke is good for you, but all those empty eyes and stupid grins told me there was something else going on. No, I plowed on, thinking I was doing the right thing by ignoring the rantings of an egotistical coward, and wound up getting sent to the cleaners, big time.

Do you know what a drone is? Well, yeah, if you’re thinking about those hovering eyes of big brother we see everywhere, but no, I’m talking about its use where people are concerned. Gramps used the term when he talked about the people who just went along to get along. They never bothered to read beyond what the schools taught, and so they never did much more than just become another cog in the wheel.

Gramps was different. Maybe that’s why I like him better than I liked Dad. Dad was always more concerned about not being seen as a troublemaker, and when Mom passed, he got worse. Our living block was on the outer edge, so I used whatever free time I had from household chores and homework, which didn’t take much, I’d read past the senior level when I was a sixer. The teacher said I was one to watch and if I did well, I might be considered for one of the academies. When I told Gramps that, he said we needed to talk.

Talking, with Gramps meant walking, walking out into the greens, that miles-wide belt of nature that surrounds every city on the planet. It also involved a lot of lessons, both for the brain and for the body. He said the Greenbelt was the best place for it since the sniffers never went there. About three or four hundred years ago it was decided that, if humanity was going to survive as a species on the planet, they had to partner with it. That meant giving old mama earth breathing space, so every major city had to be surrounded by an area of wilderness at least three times the area of the city. Seems that having growing trees and bushes as well as grasslands did a better job than atmoscrubbers ever could. They also created a place where various animals could live, but that’s a tangent I don’t need to get into right now.

To get into the wilderness we had to commit a misdemeanor. If we were caught it meant either a fine, a lashing, or several hours of community service which was almost always sewer work. If I had a choice, I’d take the lashing. I’d heard said that the ladies like a man with a few scars anyway, but since the population control folks keep the sexes apart most of the time, I'll have to work on rumor instead of fact for that one.

The tiny crime we committed was squeezing through a loose spot in the barrier between the city and the wilderness and then making our way from the fence to the trees without being seen by a guard or a drone. As Gramps said, if you have a mind for figures, you can usually get the job done. The drones and the guards work on schedules, and the ground between the trees and the barrier isn’t flat. Learn the schedule, know how to count and it’s job done. And, once you’re in amongst the trees, no drone can look down from above and see you if you are not stupid enough to start a fire. You do that and you’re in the tank for sure.

“Okay, lad,” Gramps said, as we stopped on the bank of the first creek in from the tree line, “We’ll sit here and chat for a bit. Is that all right with you?” 

Gramps never, in the entire time I knew him once ordered me to do anything. He always asked, and if I refused, he never brought it up again. I learned early that refusing was a stupid thing to do.

“Sure thing, Gramps,” I said. I also didn’t ask him what he wanted to talk about. I’d find out, whether I asked or not, and he considered my asking to be bad manners, another stupid thing to do.

He chose a spot and then so did I.

Gramps never bothered with what he called beating around the bush. He went straight to the point, “You have a problem, lad. You’ve attracted the attention of the authorities.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about right then, and I told him so, “But Gramps, I haven’t broken any laws, except maybe coming into these woods. What do they think I did?”

He laughed at that, a soft, almost sad laugh, and then he told me what he meant, “No lad, what you did was probably worse, at least worse for a man’s soul. They think you're good material for them to use. They mean to train you up to be one of them.”

“But I don’t want to be one of them!” I objected. 

At the time I was twelve, I think. Mom had just passed a year back.

He smiled and nodded, “I know, lad,” He said, “But they’ve got their eye on you. What was your last testing, how did you do?”

“I aced it,” I said proudly. To be sure, it had been almost too easy. It was as if the classes were being made as easy as possible. I even had to search the library archives to find answers to all the various questions the textbooks brought up. Rarely did any of them mention why a thing had happened or what it's happening had resulted in. It was the same with the numberings, why did some numbers not resolve? And if they did not, was there a pattern to them? It seemed to me that anyone with any curiosity would want to find out why. Gramps had begun to show me where some numbering systems used letters and symbols to take the place of whole strings of numbers as well as signal what you did with them. It was almost like a language all its own. I found out about a year after that it was called calculus and it was indeed a type of language.

Gramps nodded as he said, “I know you did. Your father got the notice. You also finished the test too rapidly. It made some of the educators uncomfortable. What do you think you should do about that, lad?”

I had some trouble digesting what he was telling me, doing well was a bad thing?

I told him how I felt, and he chuckled as he nodded.

He said, “Well, I should have expected that reaction. Boy, you are a sponge and you absorb every lesson you are taught. I doubt I have ever had to repeat anything I've told you. So, tell me this, why do you think I’m here talking with you and not your father?”

I thought about that, and then I said, “You think Dad agrees with the government, but you don’t.”

He nodded again, “Right as rain, lad. I’ve known men, and women, rare creatures that they are, who have accepted the invitation to enter the bureaucracy, and in so doing have surrendered their souls. What came out the other end was no longer human.” 

He almost sounded like he was speaking more to himself than to me at that point.

“They turned them into bugs?” I gasped. You see, Gramps had never teased me, not once. I’d learned to always take him at his word.

He didn’t laugh at me, that wasn’t his way. He just shook his head and said, “No, I mean inside,” He thumped his chest, “Here, the part that makes you human, the compassion, the empathy, and the heart. You work for the authorities long enough, and you come to accept that as the way things should be. People stop being people, individuals with dreams and ambitions, and they become tick marks on a form. No longer human,” He pressed, “But a form shifter. That’s what bureaucracy means, lad; Government by Desk.”

A frog chose that moment to hop into the creek.

I watched the frog for a second as it skimmed through the water to vanish behind a rock, and then I murmured, “But I don’t want to be a form shifter.”

“Then you won’t be, lad,” Gramps said. “If I know anything, I know you have a strong mind and an even stronger sense of self."

“But what about Dad?” I asked.

“He will just have to think you’re doing a good job in school, lad,” Gramps said, “And he’ll be proud. Be satisfied with that,” He said, rubbing the back of my head.

Then he stood, “Well, “We’ve been away long enough. We don’t want to be seen as missing now, do we?”

I said, “No Gramps.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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A MONTH LATER, I DIDN’T have to worry anymore about what my father wanted because he joined my mom. No one ever told me how it happened. I probably never would have found out, except for that day I overheard one of the unit agents talking with Gramps.

I was trying to figure out how to solve an escape velocity puzzle I’d discovered in a part of a textbook I saw poking out of one of the recycle bins. It is supposed to be a small crime if anyone catches you digging through the bins, but I figured if the pages were already hallway out of the bin, it wasn’t really digging, was it?

I’d almost got to where I knew what the third integer was when I heard the voices coming from the balcony above me, “You the father of this man?”

That question never brought with it good news. I’d heard it asked often enough and in nearly all of its variables, father, mother, son, neighbor, and so on. Regardless of the answer, bad news always followed.

Then I heard Gramps’ voice and my heart hit bottom, “Yes, I’m his father,” Was all he said. 

Gramps was the smartest man I knew, and he’d taught me a long time ago to never volunteer information to the agents. He also said to never lie but let them ask before they got the answer.

There was a pause as if the agents were expecting more. They’d have a long wait if they were.

Finally, another voice, this one was female, and I nearly made myself known as an eavesdropper by trying to catch a glimpse of that marvel of nature. I was at that age Gramps called hormonally active, and my thoughts and dreams more and more were centering on what it would be like to have one of them with me. But listening to this voice I quickly decided I never wanted to see her or have her see me. She sounded icy as if all the emotion had been drained from her and locked away somewhere frozen.

Her words were, “We need to know if you have seen this man, your son in the last few hours.”

Then I heard Gramps say, “I understand the need you claim, but I hear no question.”

Cold bloomed in my gut, and I thought, “Oh Gramps, don’t play with them.”

The male voice said, in a nasty tone, “This one is a thinker, Major.”

Another thought hit me, “Oh deity, they’re not agents but authorities!”

The Major’s voice said, in that same cold, emotionless tone, “Good, I prefer to deal with people who have a functional mind. I am so sick of the drones infesting these units, aren’t you?”

Gramps replied, “Conditions could be improved, I agree.”

The male voice snarled, “Why you—“

And then the woman rapped out, “Hold, sergeant! I asked a valid question and received a valid answer, delivered without any insinuation of insult. An opinion was asked for and delivered. If you lash a man for that, I will have you placed into the tanks. Do you hear me?”

I had never heard an adult express terror before, and I never wanted to hear it again, “N-no, I mean, yes,” The sergeant stammered, “Major, I hear you.”

The Major said, likely to Gramps, “We are asking about the timing because we found a body near the evaporator complex that could be this man. If you had seen him within a certain time frame, doing so would eliminate the possibility the body was his.”

I already knew the answer. I had no idea why my father would be around the evaporators, even bacteria couldn’t live there, but I knew, inside, it was him just the same.

Gramps replied, “I understand.”

There was more silence and then the Major said, “You’re waiting for a question, aren’t you? Never volunteer information that isn’t asked, right? Very well, when was the last time you saw or were with your son?”

Gramps answered, “My best estimate is roughly four hours ago.”

The Major replied, “Then I must require you to come with us and identify the body.”

I heard Gramps say, in an almost inaudible voice, “I will comply.”

I heard them leave. They never walked past my spot, and after a long enough wait, I went upstairs to our unit. It was a long, long miserable wait and when Gramps finally made it back, I saw he’d been crying. 

He looked at me and said, in this soft, lost-sounding voice, “I’m so sorry lad.” 

Dad wasn't really Gramp's bloodline son, he had married Gramps' daughter, my mom, but Gramps had taken him into the family, so in his mind, Dad was his son.

And that was all we ever said about it. He never told me what he saw, and I never asked. Mom was gone, Dad was gone, and it was just Gramps and me. That is until the day one of the bug ships made it into our atmosphere.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 2
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Loss

––––––––
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I’D READ A LOT ABOUT meteorites and the asteroid impacts that were supposedly the reason for the dinosaur extinction. That was part of the general schooling because it was used to help the educators explain why we were not allowed into the greenbelts. I’d always wondered what an asteroid would look like entering the atmosphere.

About the school, I haven’t said much about it because there isn’t much to say about. Mostly it’s a room kids are put into and an adult watches them to make sure they don’t get into too much trouble. If a kid shows curiosity about something, the adult does a bit of teaching, and sometimes a few kids together will begin asking questions, and then real teaching happens, but it doesn’t happen a lot. Books were right there for taking off the shelf and terminals were left on so any kid could check out information on anything they liked. In my class, I was about the only one who wanted to go past the silly animation sequences and into what was real.

Gramps told me his grandfather was told about a time when being in school and having to prove you learned the lessons was the rule, but that had begun to change even before the labs were built on Luna, and by the time the colony ship was headed to Mars, school was voluntary for most of the planet. 

Now, I seriously doubted a tenth of the boys my age in the unit could even read, much less do numbers past thirteen. They spent most of their time in the mood parlor breathing in smoke and grinning stupid grins. I’m pretty sure they were still grinning when the bug ship took out the unit. I wasn’t there. Gramps and I were on our way back from spending some time in the Greenbelt.

I heard the sound right about the same time Gramps grabbed my shoulder and said, pointing, “Up there!”

Following his point, I saw it, a near-blinding glare leading a reddish-orange contrail angling in from the northwest. The sound was the sonic boom it made as it entered the atmosphere. Another one sounded as the glare made an impossible one-eighty-degree turn and headed back our way.

I asked Gramps, “What is it? An asteroid? A meteor?”

He shook his head, “No asteroid or meteor does that, Lad. Come on, we’ve got to get to cover. I don’t think this is anything good.”

I heard a couple more booms, but these came in from the southeast, from where the government complex lay.

Gramps immediately knew what they were. “Interceptors,” He said. “Lad, you’re going to see something in a bit. Remember it. Here, down into this,” He pointed at a drainpipe that ran out of the units. 

There were dozens of them, and they all opened into the Greenbelt. The stench was not something I was interested in getting to know better.

Gramps saw my hesitation and pressed, for the first time I remember, his voice sharp and hard, “If you want to live, boy, you’ll get in there!” He jabbed a finger at the sewage.

Over the years I learned that the runoff from the units was food for the greenery and using a complex process the plants and wildlife somehow cleaned the gunk back into drinkable water, and I was having to climb down into the gunk.

One of the crafts Gramps had called an interceptor screamed by just as I sank into the sewage. 

Gramps made an approving sound and then he said the last thing he ever did to me on earth, “Good. You sit there and keep your head down. I have to report for duty.”

"Duty? What duty?" Gramps was Gramps that was what I knew.

He left in the direction of the fence and where our gap was. I didn’t hear him go through because by then the interceptors had reached the source of the glare. I’d never seen anything like it. Based on what I’d read about aircraft and what worked and what didn’t, the bug ship should not have been able to stay up there, much less move in the way it did.

Its shape had no logic to it as far as I was concerned. Parts of it pulsed as if they were organic and others jutted out at odd and in some sections, contrary angles. It almost seemed to be fighting itself, at least where the design was concerned.

One of the interceptors released a small swarm of HE rounds which burst into radiance as they closed the space between the two vessels. The thing shifted to the side at just the right moment and the rounds flew past, eventually exploding in the air, which was a safety feature built into the ordinance.

The interceptor flipped and accelerated at the invader as its partner was doing a longer sweep in the background air which looked like it was readying for its attack. And then the thing showed another side. What looked like the tentacles of a squid, snapped out of a spot about a third back from the invader’s front and snagged the interceptor right out of the air, its drive still flaring. The tentacles squeezed and the aircraft crumpled and then fell, impacting right into the unit’s residential section. There was an explosion and the smoke was followed by a burst of flame.

Some kind of projectile flew up from the ground level off to the side of the burning unit and impacted against the underside of the invader, near where the tentacles were being retracted. It must have been a lucky shot because the thing wobbled and retreated, trailing greenish smoke.

The other interceptor, its drive flaring the brilliant blue of overload, flashed across the sky letting loose with every weapon it carried. The beam weapon hit first, sending sparks cascading down into the greenbelt, and then the HE rounds hit, smacking into the thing, one right after the other, each impact erupting into a gout of smoke and glare, and then it exploded. I was blinded for a moment and my ears buzzed. My skin felt like it had been exposed to one of the high-intensity microwaves the sanitizers use for sterilization. I was pretty sure Gramps had been right, being mostly submerged in the sewage probably saved my life.

I found out later, quite a bit later actually, that that thing had been a bug scout craft, probably sent in to check out our strength. The explosion had been a fusion device they carry so none of their tech gets left behind for reverse engineering. That burning I felt was a nice dose of rads, enough to kill you after a long, agonizing period of bits of you dropping off here and there.

I was told they found me stumbling around, trying to get back into what used to be the unit where I lived. Apparently, what I told the sniffer team that found me gave them enough information to not put me in with the drones they were also collecting. If they had, I’d have been recycled in short order. The authorities have no time to waste with radiation.

A good portion of the next several days is a jumble of sounds and images, some more organized than others. There is one, somewhere right in the middle that sticks out. It involves a woman.

She had long blonde hair and somehow managed to keep it from falling into her face as she looked at me. Her face was narrow, but also heart-shaped and her eyes were almost too blue, and they had this uncomfortable tendency to stare right through you.

She was looking down at me in the care facility bed, but she was talking to one of the techs, an older man with no hair on his head. He was holding a com pad that looked like it had a holo of me over the screen. The image was slowly rotating.

The woman said, “Tell me about this one.”

The tech pinched something and threw it up and away from the pad. They both looked up, so it must have been what was on the pad, now enlarged.

The tech answered, “Well, as you can see, he took what would have been a lethal dose if he’d been found any later. The levels are receding as the nanovi’s do their work.”

“I can see that,” She said, sounding slightly irritated, “Tell me about his brain. Was it affected or not?”

The tech flicked something else off the pad and pointed. “That shows both activity and capacity. The indicator just below that is measuring the areas that should have been adversely affected by the blast.”

“Should have?” She asked.

He nodded, “Yes, should have. Where he was found, the unit was mostly quartered for drone class. The typical levels of THC...” and right here I faded out.

I came back to notice some other tech, this one had hair, thick, black, and buzz cut, shining a light into my eyes. 

He noticed me noticing him and called out, “Captain Denzin, he’s awake.”

A man wearing some kind of strangely familiar uniform made out of an intensely black material with almost no insignia anywhere outside of an oddly-shaped pin attached to the left lapel leaned over the tech and said, “Right, now maybe we can get some answers.”

Shifting his attention to me, the man called Captain Denzin asked, “Do you know your name son?”

I asked back, “Why not just scan me? I don’t mind.” According to manner protocol, scanning anyone’s chips without their permission, even by sniffers is considered very bad manners. Some lower levels employed by the authorities have even been lashed in public for that.

I remember, back when Mom was still alive, and a census taker had decided to save time by simply running a scan from door to door instead of asking permission. He was lashed three times for every unwarranted scan. It nearly killed him. I wanted to watch the spectacle, but both Dad and Mom said no. 

She said, “People shouldn’t be treated as beasts, Lad.” And that was that. I was five. Mom passed the next year.

The Captain shook his head and said with what seemed to be a genuine smile, “It wouldn’t matter. We already did and the radiation had burnt out your chip. So, we have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

I was rather upset at what I had just heard. Did they scan me already? Without asking? I was almost mad enough to ask for the forms to file a complaint. I said so.

Denzin‘s smile faded, just a bit and he shook his head, and said, “Sonny boy, you can go ahead and file and I'll even countersign it for you if you wish. However, the only thing that will happen to that complaint is it will be reduced to its component atoms. You see,” he overrode my rising objection as he tapped the pin on his chest, “This pin gives me every right to not only scan you but to poke around inside during a cavity search if I check the box stated such a search was justified. I can even do the same to the highest complex administrator if I deem it necessary and for the planetary good.”

I realized just then what I was talking to. Gramps had told me stories about that uniform, and what it represented. The absolute black was a fabric made out of pure molecular carbon. It absorbed almost 98% of all light and only a member of SolarCorps could wear it. Gramps also said that to become one of that Corps was the highest honor a human being could ever aspire to. When I asked him what he meant by that, he changed the subject, which usually meant quizzing me on that last set of equations he’d taught me.

The Captain noticed my expression and asked, “So, am I mistaken, or has someone been telling you about me and mine?” His smile had moved back to where it was earlier.

I nodded and then regretted it, as pain flared through my head.

The Captain barked out an order, “Tech! Attend to this man, now!”

Relief, sweet relief almost instantly flowed through me washing away the pain.

Denzin nodded, “Good, I’m glad that worked. Just tell me this and I'll leave you to rest some more. What is your name?”

I said, “Lad, everyone always called me Lad.” And then I fell into a deep, beautifully soft black hole.

The next time I woke up, I was in a different room. This one did not have roommates. It also had no windows, and as far as I could tell, no door. I began to worry.

Worry did no one any good at any time. That was Gramps’ voice in my head, so I pushed the anxiety aside and began to study what was in the room with me. I’d tried moving my hands and feet earlier, but even though I knew they were there, no go. The techs must have done something to keep me in bed and that worry was just as unnecessary as the earlier one. I could turn my head and move it up and down, so I used that. I tilted my head back, craning my neck to its furthest extent, and saw them, the sensors. They were embedded into the ceiling and there were an even dozen of the things, six on a side and it looked like they followed the line of the bed. That must be how they checked up on me.

Turning my head to the side I saw a clear tube running from the wall down to the bed. That had to be how they got whatever stuff they wanted in me, well... in me.

“Good morning Lad, or, should I say afternoon.”

I saw no one so it had to be some sort of comlink. I answered, “Good afternoon. What time in the afternoon?”

“The time is 2:37 pm and the external temperature is a comfortable 55 degrees Fahrenheit or 12.78 degrees Celsius. Your temperature, on the other hand, is a bit too high as yet, it is sitting at 101.6 degrees, but the trend is steadily downward,” The voice was crisp and it sounded female. I liked that.

I said, “Thank you. May I ask another question?”

“Of course, you may. Your EKG shows an active mind and a curious one. Doctors’ orders are that you should exercise it as soon as you feel well enough to do so.”

I thought about that. Could this be one of those female nurses Gramps told me about? I then asked, “May I see who it is I am talking to?”

“I’m sorry, dearie,” The voice came back, and it did sound sorry, “But that isn’t possible. Oh, and I see you need to empty your bladder.”

I could feel the flush of embarrassment rising. “Uh...” I tried to settle my thoughts, and then I asked, “Just how much can you see, wherever you are?”

There was a pause and then, was that a giggle? 

Then I heard, “I can see enough. Now, about that bladder...”

I was about to tell whoever was on the other end of the link that all I could do was move my head when the voice added, “The nerve block has been lessened, so bear down dearie. Go ahead, give it a try.”

I thought, “What the heck,” And bore down.

The relief was almost palpable. I know I sighed, because the voice said, “There’s my boy. Didn’t I say you needed this? Now, let’s try for the rest, okay?”

Okay. However they had me hooked up, the bed seemed to remain dry. I wondered what Gramps would have to say about a setup like this and then I just wondered about Gramps.

“Lad,” The voice said, “Your heart rate is increasing and your dopamine level is dropping. What is wrong?”

I said, “It’s Gramps, I don’t where he is or how he is. I’m worried.”

There was no answer and no one responded to my calls, so I just settled back and tried to see how many combinations I could make out of the sensors in the ceiling. I was up to number 73 when a different voice came over the link.

“Hello, this is Captain Denzin. Are you feeling up to talking?”

I said, “Yeah, sure,” And I meant it. Boredom had set in around number 37.

A section of the wall across from the foot of the bed slid aside and there stood Captain Denzin, still in his Space Corps uniform, still smiling. He had one of the larger infopads in his hand

He said, “Thank you for agreeing to talk. I do want to apologize if some of the questions I have seem personal. They do have a purpose, and they are aimed at your benefit. Is this something you feel you can do?”

It was sounding awfully formal, but I was still getting a feeling that he wasn’t an enemy. Gramps used to tell me that most people you run into fall into one of two categories, friends and enemies. He said that the rest were not worth worrying about. It was their decision, not mine.

I answered, “Yes sir.”

He glanced at the pad and then said, “Now, we can only get so much information from your bed. The radiation from the invader’s ship destructing—“

I interrupted, “Excuse me, Captain, did you say my bed was giving you information?”

He nodded, “Yes, your bed. Did you not know that this ward uses IC beds? It’s the only way to make sure critical patients recover. A human physician cannot be there for you 24/7.”

I couldn’t help myself, I repeated, “My bed?”

“That’s me, dearie.”

Captain Denzin smiled at me from over the pad, “Best MD money can buy. That’s why we use the same AI onboard ship.”

“But...” I was thinking, trying to imagine the construction, the programming, “How does it—?”

The Captain shrugged, “Way above my pay grade, I’m afraid. I leave that sort of thing to the brainboys. Now, as I was saying, your chip was fried from the radiation that blast put out. So the only way we have of finding out who you really are is by doing some digging around based on the answers you give me. Do you understand?”

I nodded and then surprised myself by lifting a hand, just a bit off the covers. I said, “I understand.”

“Good,” Denzin replied, touching something on the pad. “Then let’s start. Please tell me your full name.”

I said, “Lad.”

That got a blink. “Lad?” The Captain repeated, “Just Lad, nothing else?”

I nodded.

He said, “The recording needs a voice answer to work.”

I said, “Yes.”

“Hmm,” He said, touching something else on the pad, then he asked, “All right, how about your immediate family? What was your father’s name?”

I said, “Dad.”

“And your mother’s?”

“Mom.”

He looked irritated, but I don’t think it was directed at me. He said, “And I supposed your grandfather and grandmother were named Grampa and Grandma.”

I said, “No. I never knew my grandmother, but Gramps was always called Gramps.”

“This is going to take longer than I thought,” He muttered, to himself.

Then he said, “Let’s try this another way, Lad. First, I seriously doubt that is the name recorded when you were born, and secondly, it is looking to me as if someone, possibly your grandfather went to a great deal of trouble to hide not just your identity, but the entire family.”

I opened my mouth and he held up a hand as a sign to not speak. 

He went on, “Believe it or not, we have seen this before, but usually, there is something left, some small bit of information thought inconsequential enough to not bother about, and from that, we are able to rebuild the data. But it looks to me that either your father or your grandfather was not a sloppy man, in anything. Am I correct?”

I nodded, “Gramps never made a mistake, ever.”

He nodded back, I thought so. Was he the one who got you out of the unit when the attack came?”

I could only nod. I wasn’t about to tell the Captain about us being in the Greenbelt.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 3
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History Lesson



Captain Denzin glanced down at his uniform and then looked at me. He asked, “Do you know what this material is made of, Lad?”

I said, “I heard it was made of molecular carbon.”

He shrugged, “That’s almost right. It’s made of a material composed of threads made of vantas, carbon nanotubes aligned on their axis. It is lighter than cotton and stronger than titanium. It isn’t all that comfortable against the skin, so under this, every member of Space Corps also wears a bodysuit designed to alleviate that.”

“If it isn’t comfortable, why wear it?” I asked.

He smiled as he replied, “That is exactly the sort of response I expected. It helps establish your age range and it also proves you are in no possible way a drone. So why were you found where they house that type? There’s a question.”

I noticed he didn’t answer my question, but rather than press, I waited.

Denzin put a hand to his right ear and whispered something. There was a brief wait and then he nodded and asked me, “Did your family live in one of the outer rim units?”

I replied, “Yes.”

“Do you remember the number of that unit and the floor designation of your apartment?”

I knew I did. That was one of the first things I remember Dad and Mom impressing on me, how to find my way home. But there was something in me that resisted giving out the information, even though the unit no longer stood. 

The Captain misread my hesitation and said, “Perhaps memory isn’t all the way back. Radiation can do odd things to a body, even after the nanovi’s are flushed from the system.”

I shook my head, “No, I remember exactly where we lived. It’s just that, it’s no longer there. There isn’t anything to check.”

“Don’t worry about that, Denzin said pleasantly, “Just tell me, and then we can talk about it.”

“Okay,” I said, stamping down on the rising stubbornness, “It was the outer rim unit closest to the evaporators, Unit number 27-O. Our apartment was 19-C, Wing 3.”

He tapped away on the screen and then whistled. Then he murmured, “So that’s where the old man hid.”

Two and two slammed together and created a whole string of prime numbers. The Captain knew who Gramps was!

I tried sitting up and the bed said, “Oh no dear. You are not there yet.”

As the Captain looked at me with this odd expression on his face, I asked, “Who is Gramps? Did you know him?”

“The old man?” Denzin said, his eyebrows raising, “Oh no, he flew in a much more rarified atmosphere than I do. I know about him, a lot about him, but Captains do not mix with Generals.”

My head buzzed. Gramps, a General?

“Dearie, your pulse is rising...”

The Captain tapped the pad and I began to feel relaxed, nicely relaxed.

My bed said, “The use of sedatives is a medical decision, Captain.”

He ignored the comment and looked at me as he asked, “Do you recognize the name Lade at all?”

I said, “It’s a way of saying Lad, isn’t it?” 

He replied, “It’s a way of hiding the name Lade. If what I think is true, your full name should be Lade Jasper Rosen, and you would be the sole surviving heir to General Yoseph Sampson Rosen the Third. But until we can run the DNA all it is, is speculation. I will tell you this,” His raised finger shut off my exclamation, “You have his looks, his mind, and his mannerisms, and that’s all I can say for now.”

“Yoseph Samson Rosen the Third?” I thought. “That’s a whole lot of syllables for a name.”

I asked, “Can I get something to read, maybe look up my Gramps history? If... that was my Gramps.”

He nodded, tapped the pad, and said to the air in the room, “Release non-classified data search for patient L-1, authorization Denzin C.”

Then the Captain turned back to the wall, and it slid open, revealing just more white walls as far as I could tell from where I lay. 

He said, from over his shoulder, “Enjoy your search. Just ask the AI for what you want.” And then the wall was just a wall.

I thought about what I wanted and then I said out loud, “Are you there, bed?”

“Of course, I am, dear, where else would I be?”

“Were you listening to what the Captain and I talked about?” I asked, feeling a bit odd talking to my bed.

The answer came with a slight tinge of humor to it, “Yes, even though he thought he’d turned off my audio sensor. I have over a thousand of them, you know.”

It sounded to me as if there was a lot more to this AI than just medical programming. 

I then asked, “Is there a way of letting me do some reading about the history of the man they think my grandfather was or is?” I had no idea Gramps was alive or not. The fact that I had not seen him at all was worrying, but it could just be that he was keeping low. From what the Captain told me, he was really, really good at that.

The air in front of me shimmered and then a widescreen holodisplay was there, about a foot from my face. I reached out and tried one of the widgets running along the lower length of the display. It expanded immediately into a flying overview of the Greenbelt. It had the effect of making me feel as if I was a bird skimming the treetops.

I asked, “Which one brings up the history section?”

One of the widgets in the right-hand third blinked.

The bed said, “You know, dear, you can use just voice control.”

I’d already figured that, but it felt good using my arms and hands again.

As I played with the controls, I asked, “How long have I been here?”

“Twenty-seven days, eight hours, fourteen minutes, and thirty-three seconds... thirty-four... thirty—“

“You can stop counting,” I said.

The name search in the military history database had a section for General Yoseph Sampson Rosen the Third, and there was a portrait. I reached out and flicked it, causing it to rotate in a full circle.

Lifting my other hand, I pinched either side of the portrait and enlarged it, just like I used to do with some of the photos in the classroom. That was Gramps, all right. I was sure of it, but Gramps looking a lot sterner and more resolute than I remembered.

I said, “Show me a portrait of him as a young man.”

The image faded and was replaced by a portrait of someone who looked like me. I almost told the AI it had pulled up the wrong image when I began to notice the differences. No, this wasn’t me, this was still Gramps. What was it the Captain said, I had his looks?

I shrank the image back into the display and shifted over to the history files. Gramps had been born in a different complex than this one, one of the cities up in the far north where the mountains are high enough to have snow on their peaks year-round. I checked his birth date and nearly accused the display of lying to me. According to what I read; Gramps had to be nearing his second century. Most of the adults I grew up around didn’t live much past 45. What was going on here?

He was born into a military family. Well, that wasn’t surprising. What was surprising is that his father, my great Grandfather, I guess, had opted to not automatically enroll his son into the academy, but to allow the child to explore the various academic tracks available for children of that strata. According to what I read, doing that was considered to be slightly scandalous. To me, it sounded like Great Gramps was very much like Gramps, or was that the other way around?

I wondered how far back the line went and did some searching. It seems it went back quite a way, back even before the time the historians called the crazy years when mostly chaos was the rule and parents thought disciplining a child somehow damaged the child’s ability to cope in the world when that was precisely what they were doing by their parental mismanagement. How in the world did you learn what not to do when there were no consequences for screwing up?

I eventually traced the family line all the way back to a time called BC, but I couldn’t find out what the BC stood for. It felt... almost acrophobic being on the far end of a line that stretched back literally thousands of years. Wanting to feel like I was on more solid ground, I went back to Gramps' personal history.

After doing a trial of the various academic and skill tracks, all of which he had excelled at, Gramps enrolled in the academy on his own.

I tried doing a search for what was taught in the academy and the only thing that came up was a blinking word, classified.

The bed said, “Sorry, dear, that section is not allowed for non-military.”

I lay back against the pillow and thought about what the Captain had said, “Reveal non-classified data.” Yeah, that was the deal. And I’d just bet the things I wanted to learn about Gramps were all sitting there in the classified section.

I began to feel tired and said, “Can you enlarge the text I’m allowed to read so I can see it from here?”

“Of course, dear.”

Everything else in the display went away, replaced by what could have been a single page in a reader. I reread through the history to the point where Gramps entered the academy and then the narrative jumped three years to where he was said to have left the academy at the top of his class and the only cadet to be given a lieutenancy rather than being given an ensign’s pip. According to the subtext, that was unusual enough that it caused some bad feelings, and apparently, the recount of a duel involving junior officers was not classified.

In some of the history I’d read earlier, there were stories of formal single-opponent battles called duels, usually fought to the point where one or the other was wounded, rather than killed. In the histories, this was called first blood, or to-the-blood. A duel intended to end in a fatality was listed as to-the-death. This duel was supposed to be to the blood. It seems Gramps' antagonist had other things on his mind.

According to the history, right after graduation, the unnamed Ensign had approached Gramps and backhanded him with enough force to send him to the ground. It went on to describe how Gramps just turned his head and smiled, blood welling in the corner of his mouth, and asking the Ensign, “Is that all you have to offer?”

As the challenged party, Gramps had the choice of weapons, and it was not allowed to opt for unarmed combat. He chose sabers, an antique weapon going back nearly as far as my family line.

By the time the senior officers had arrived at the center of the disturbance a couple of underclassmen were also arriving carrying the weapons. Of course, an outraged demand was made regarding what in the deleted was going on, and one of the uninvolved Ensigns described the events leading up to where the officers found them.

The most senior officer, a first-tier Admiral turned to Gramps and asked, “Are you sure you want to go along with this, Rosen?”

Gramps replied, “I was challenged Admiral, it isn’t my choice to withdraw.”

It then described how the Admiral attempted to talk the Ensign down, but the man was having none of it. He said he had a duty to show the upstart who his betters were.

The Admiral is said to have shaken his head and backed away saying, “On your own head be it.”

The graduates, officers, and cadets formed a ring of bodies as Gramps and his challenger stripped off their tunics and shirts. The upper body had to be bare so the sign of first blood was clear to all.

Then they stood facing each other in the center of the ring as the sabers were brought forward. As each man was given his weapon, the Admiral asked them, “Are you ready?”

They both replied, “Yes.”

Then he asked the Ensign. “Do you wish to withdraw the challenge?”

The answer was a flat, cold, “No.”

The Admiral said nothing more and just backed away to where he was simply another body in the circle.

Gramps’s challenger said something considered insulting, but the history did not go into detail. It did say that Gramps just smiled back and waited.

The challenger tried a few times to get a rise out of Gramps, but he just waited, making it look like the whole thing was rather boring as an exercise.

After the fourth or fifth insult, the challenger snarled an obscenity and swung at Gramps who blocked the descending blade and opened up a shallow gash on the challenger’s torso.

“First blood!” Was shouted out and the circle began to close in but the challenger was having none of it. “No!” He shouted back, “To the death.”

The Admiral was having none of the challenger’s temper and he told him so.

That’s when things got to where I really thought they would have classified the information because the history said the challenger then threatened the Admiral. Gramps, it seemed, just waited.

When the circle drew back to its original circumference, the challenger attacked again, and again another line of red appeared on his torso. It was obvious to everyone the man was not just outclassed, but seriously so.

Gramps tried then, after each pass which opened up another cut on the challenger to get him to back off, to call the duel over, but the Ensign not only refused but became more and more irrational as it went on. It eventually ended in the only way it could, but it did not detail how it ended.

From there, Gramps was sent into flight school where again he rapidly rose through the ranks, even though the family of the dead Ensign tried, again and again, to have him drummed out for what they called cold-blooded murder and the killing of one of his betters. It seems the enemies Gramps made were right up there in the circles of power with his friends.

Back then they were flying something the histories called a Scramjet. Anti-inertia systems had just been discovered, so the pilots still had to wear special suits to keep the blood going to their brains in high G maneuvers. I pulled up an image of the jet and it was a gorgeous thing, consisting entirely of flowing lines and lifting surfaces. The subtext said the edges of the plane, all of the edges, were capable of flexing to allow for the finest of control. The jet also included what they called an EM drive for extra orbital flight. It was one of the first single-seat ground-to-orbit vehicles perfected and had been in service for nearly three hundred years. Whoever had designed the thing way back then had left very little room for improvement.

It was in his second year of flight school when the news of the bugs reached Earth. The sub ether burst, once decoded and expanded, sent the entirety of the authorities into a frenzy. What it looked like, as I read, the frenzy consisted mainly of trying to fix blame on someone, anyone other than the one who was pointing fingers. Gramps, on the other hand, began gathering a list of volunteer pilots willing to begin training for extrasolar combat. It didn’t take long to gather far more than they had fighter prototypes for. The last time anyone had fought a dogfight in space was during the belt revolt when the asteroid miners had tried to set up their own government and raise the price of belt mine products a couple of hundredfold, and that was a century before Gramps was born.
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