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  Enlightenment




  by Douglas Smith




  They’re dead now, the Be’nans. Ta’klu was the last to die. Her body hangs in my arms, as heavy as my guilt, as my footsteps echo in these empty alien streets. And soon we’ll be gone from this world, too. I’m the last human in this bizarre, beautiful city. Fan is still here with me—but she’s already dead.




  The High Places rise above me: two bone-white curves sweeping hundreds of feet into a morning sky from opposite ends of the city, bending inwards like two impossible fingers yearning to touch. Built by generations of Be’nans and now only a body length apart at their lofty tips, the High Places reach for each other. But they don’t meet, don’t connect. Not yet.




  I’ll go to them soon, to try to keep a promise. If I fail, and if Ta’klu was right, then what happened here will happen on another world. And another.




  But first I must prepare Ta’klu in the manner of her people. She used to laugh when I called her Ta’klu, a name never meant for a human throat. Little here was meant for humans. We aren’t capable of understanding. Beside me, Fan nods in agreement.




  ~*~*~




  My first view of the planet Be’na came just before our attack: from orbit, on the darkened observation deck of the MCES Anvil, a Merged Corporate Entity ship, manned by RIP Force soldiers of which I was one. I stood with Colonel Keys, staring at the white-green swirl of the planet on the viewplate that covered the bulkhead wall. Fan sat at my feet, unseen by Keys.




  Unseen, for Fan was a ghost. I thought of her as a ghost, anyway. One that only I could see. My ghost. My guilt ghost. The alternative was that I was insane, and she existed only in my mind. I had not entirely ruled out that possibility.




  The screen lit Keys’ profile in hard, cold lines. “Did you know, Captain, that these ips once had interstellar capability? Gave it all up over five hundred Earth years ago,” he said.




  Ips: IPs, Indigenous Peoples. A Ripper slur for aliens. RIP: Relocation of IPs, wherever they interfered with planned Entity operations, in this case mining. Survey teams had pegged Be’na as rich in an isotope of berkelium, a rare trans-uranium element and a key material in the shielding for Ullman-Gilmour interstellar drives. But I’d been with the Force long enough to know that RIP held more truth as a word than as initials. “Relocate” was open to interpretation. Fan’s people had been relocated. Fan began appearing to me shortly after that.




  I’d heard about Be’nan technology. “Do we know why, sir?”




  He shrugged. “Dunno. They’ve reverted to a very simple lifestyle. But from the terraforming and climate control we’ve seen, they still have technology available somewhere.” Another shrug. “Doesn’t matter. They’ve no military capability.”




  No way to protect themselves from us, I knew he meant. Just like Fan’s people. I called her Fan. I didn’t know her name. Her people had lived on Fandor IV. They were dead now. Fan was humanoid, but her red fur and the pointed snout and ears gave her a feral look. She was young, maybe four or five, about three feet tall, and reminded me of a stuffed puppy I had as a kid.




  The screen switched to an image of an adult Be’nan of unknown gender. Thin, stick-like. Bony face, lots of angles. No hair. Wide eyes, black on silver. Nostril holes over thin lips. Long purple gown, unadorned, straight lines, silky sheen.




  Keys snorted. “Not much to look at. At least they’re tall. Big buildings, high ceilings.” High enough for reuse by us. And empty after we did what RIP did, so we wouldn’t waste time and money making our own shelters. The Entity expected a high return from a project world. “Landing fleet ready?” Keys asked.




  Fan’s earflaps opened wide. I avoided her eyes. “Yes, sir. You still need to set their dosage levels for Scream, sir.”




  “Level two for pilots, five for the surface teams,” he said.




  Level five—full combat hits. I pitied any Be’nan that resisted. I saluted and headed off to CommCon to release the dosages, hoping Fan would stay behind. No such luck. The elevator shushed open, and she stood staring at me, tears running from those big brown eyes. She remembered what RIP did to her people. What Scream made them do. Made me do.




  Think of human emotions as a sine wave function: valleys of pain, peaks of pleasure. The greater your joy, the higher the peak; the greater your pain, the deeper the valley. Scream took valleys and flipped them, made them peaks, too. Screamers reacted to events based solely on the intensity of the resulting emotion. Pain brought pleasure, grief gave joy, horror rendered ecstasy.




  On Scream, killing was an emotional orgasm. Some nasty side effects, such as a lack of concern about exactly who you killed, meant we weren’t given Scream until after military discipline programming in boot camp. RIP kept senior officers clean, but every Ripper below Major was addicted. Withdrawal was long and painful—and fatal. RIP was our only source, keeping us loyal and obedient.




  Screamers burnt out fast on RIP work, so they rotated us off every six months. Or sooner, if we showed unusual stress symptoms—like trying to kill yourself on Fandor IV. In my rehab role as Security Officer, my dosage was just enough to avoid withdrawal, but not enough to let me enjoy my depression.
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