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Strain 3:
      
    To strain is to sift, to filter.

    
      
Natural·selection creates some·thing new
      
by straining a small group
      
from a large one.
      
Likewise unnatural·selection.
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This is a work of escape fiction. 
      
As such, any resemblance to reality
      
is a failing for which you have
      
my most embarrassed apology
      
as·well·as my keenest curiosity
      
about the nature of the reality
      
that you personally inhabit,
      
and I encourage you to please
      
write it all down in great detail,
      
so that your semi·detached state
      
might provide that much further
      
escape for the rest of us, for which
      
we shall all be most grateful.
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    Some·times, if you scan carefully, prose can turn·out to be unrecognized verse,
      especially when a story·teller turns·out to be a poet.

     

  
    This unending
    
·    stimulation:
    
the blending
    
·    sense
    
·    ·    of currency
    
·    ·    ·    well purchased,
    
·    ·    of clear community
    
·    ·    ·    service,
    
and at 40 yrs
    
·    the sensation
    
·    ·    of a successfully
    
·    ·    ·    passed
    
·    ·    ·    exam.

     

    — Osip Mandelstam,  Feodosiya

  

     

    Some·times, if you zenn carefully, friends can turn·out to be unrecognized foes,
      especially when a lover turns·out to be a spy.

     

    Joy, age 65 – amateur zenna, retired dreamer, self·appointed war·time envoy – attempts to keep th'amorphous
      conflict from boiling over.  She rejected Padre·Chico's request to accompany her, on grounds that his ignorance
      of orbital mechanics would add unnecessary risk, where·upon he quickly mastered the subject, insisting that it
      mastered him – some truth to that – and now shares her fate.  An unforeseen risk has rendered his contribution moot,
      hers quixotic.

  
    The task brought them to Luna Control Base where she encounters an old lover,
      much younger than she and appearing younger still, thoroughly middle·aged and rampantly successful
      in his clandestine campaign, revelling in his·own sensation of a successfully passed exam,
      not just some meaningless thesis defense, but rather the very crucial test that to him she presents.

    He clearly has gotten the better of her, yet there remains some question as to who has ultimately bested whom,
      because the 2 hold starkly different views of the nature of the contest between them.

  

     

     

  
    Joy assumes the conversation is monitored, perhaps by some·one more responsive. 
      We thought you were dead . . . which would have been preferable to this.

    Major parries.  Welcome to Luna.  Please pardon our guards. 
      They are not normally so enthusiastic, having but rarely a real live spy to play with.

    Joy ignores th'accusation.  You are not the person I have come to see.

    Major.  Correct.  I am the person who has come to see you. 
      No·one else shows the slightest interest.

     

    Joy.  Then please forward this question to the head of Luna Control: 
      What can you possibly hope to achieve by any of this?

    Major.  I do better, I provide th'answer:  For a start, we now have a foothold on Terra.

    Joy.  Physically?

    Major.  Of·course not.  Financially. 
      Nice thing about capitalism – every·one is invited.

     

    Joy.  It's not going to work, and you know it.

    Major.  Now how could I, or any·one, know any such thing?

    Joy.  Run the sims.  They'll tell you.

    Major.  No·thing comes out of them except what goes in.

     

    Joy zenns.  Ah, you did run them.

    Major.  They will not tell us any·thing.

    Joy.  They already did, and you didn't like th'answer, so you threw it out.

    Major.  They tell us, it is time to stop toying with fortune·tellers and seize the moment.

    Joy.  They tell you you're going to fail, with great uncertainty as to how many you take with you
      – any·where from none to all life in system.  Either way Terra is doomed.

    Major.  We do not need Terra.

     

    Joy.  The Terrans need you, and they've got you.  Money is a drug, and you're hooked.

    Major.  It is a game, and so is history.  Th'only solution is to study it carefully,
      then play a long game, first to survive, ultimately to win.

    Joy.  In any game of chance, the house always wins.  Th'only solution is to disengage.

    Major.  Or to become the house.

    Joy.  In so doing, you tie yourself to the game, and lose·disavow·destroy every part of you
      that rejects the dependency.

     

    Major.  Exactly.  We so quickly achieve an understanding.  You need only accept.

    Joy.  It would make no difference if I did.

    Major.  At the very least it would spare you the consequences of not accepting.

    Joy.  There are consequences either way.

    Major.  Indeed. 
      And the short·term consequences are firmly in my grasp.  History is calling. 
      Ignore it at your cost.

     

    Joy.  It's been said that those, who do not study history, are condemned to repeat it.

    Major.  Santayana, and Burke.  My point exactly.

    Joy.  Thought so.  I've got news for all 3 of you.  Your point has expired.  Those daays
      are gone.  History is broken.  Repeating it would be such a luxury, if only that were still an option. 
      Keep playing and you'll wreck it all.

    Major.  You wish to play the quotations game?  Napoleon called history
      a pack of lies, agreed to.  Effectively a collusion.  An artifice.

     

    Joy.  Is then history your device, your tool, serving at your pleasure, discarded at your displeasure?

    Major.  It is, as are you.

    Joy.  By your·own calculus I still win, even if you kill me, because you're good as dead already.

    Major.  By your calculus, the most I can win is advance revenge for inevitable defeat.

    Joy.  You misrepresent me and history both.

     

    Major.  Have you ever wondered how long agony can be prolonged? 
      You will soon find·out, but not too soon.  It will take a while.

    Joy guesses.  Is this about Hammers?  He must have been your agent, which makes you the scout. 
      Ruined all your ground·work when we killed him, ya?

    Major.  Are you trying to interrogate me?  I'm afraid you have our roles reversed. 
      Not to worry, with pain will come enlightenment.

    Joy zenns, notts.  Revenge means no·thing to you, and we both know it.

    Major.  True, very astute.  Still, I am interested in seeing what it means to you.

     

    Joy.  Who are you really?  I was never sure of you
      from the moment you reached Eden to the moment you left Nineveh.  Who, or what?

    Major.  I have a better question:  How would you like us to execute your assistant?

    Joy.  You might try crucifixion.  Th'irony would not be wasted.

    Major.  Insufficient gravity here, and you know that as·well.

  

     

    Crucifixion kills by exhaustion, by the weight of the body fighting against each breath.

     

  
    Unless we tie a ½·ton mass to his ankles.  I'll have them look into it. 
      Thank you for the suggestion.

  

  
    Joy.  Alternatively, you might engage him in a duel of words.

    Major.  Oh clever, it would last for·ever, effectively removing me from the field of play.

    Joy zenns.  Quite the player, aren't you?  What's th'appeal?

    Major.  Have you really so little appreciation?  Games are full of data, precise data. 
      Even th'uncertainties are exactly quantified.

    Joy.  Ambiguity has no appeal?

    Major.  Ambiguity is th'enemy.

     

    Joy.  What are you?

    Major.  A player, as you have already deduced.

    Joy.  Only in the truest sense.  You're even playing with me. 
      You live to play, not to win.

    Major.  Also not to lose, and I do hate to lose such a worthy opponent, so much so that I am tempted
      to release you.  Is that what you're counting on?  Your ploy, your gambit?

    Joy.  I do not play, so can·not be your opponent. 
      I'm trying to avert catastrophe of such magnitude that it can only be characterized as horror.

     

    Major.  Ah.  For a moment there, you almost had me. 
      Don't you see, th'only reasoned approach to horror is to embrace it.

    Joy zenns.  More accurately, you're not really playing with me, you're playing with yourself. 
      Maybe you should give women another try.

    Major.  Is that an offer?

    Joy.  I am in no position to offer any·thing except common·sense.

    Major.  Pity, so little market for that, but women are indeed scarce hereabouts.

    Joy.  Of·course.  Women would put a stop to this foolishness.

    Major.  Some might try.  I said they are scarce, not absent. 
      I'll send some to talk to you.

     

    Joy.  That's not who I came to see.

    Major.  Ah ya, and whom did you come to see?

    Joy.  Who·ever's in charge of this mad·house.

    Major.  A woman is in charge.

    Joy.  Then send her.

     

    Major.  I can·not. 
      It was the duchess who sent me, or at·least permitted me to investigate.  Not really.

    Joy.  Then why mention her?

    Major.  To obtain your reaction of·course.  That's what this all is for.

    Joy.  More data?

    Major.  More lovely data.

     

    Joy.  So every·thing you say is just to produce and gauge the response?

    Major.  Of·course.

    Joy.  All lies then, yet each lie necessarily reveals some·thing about you.

    Major nods.  Information always flows both ways.

     

    Joy.  Yet you've said no·thing about negotiation.  What does that reveal?

    Major.  It reveals that I expect negotiation to tell me no·thing new.

    Joy.  Are you so well informed?

    Major.  Not exactly, but I do know some·one who is, more than you can imagine.

     

    Joy zenns.  That Lieutenant in FarSide laGrange outpost?

    Major.  None other.

    Joy zenns.  Ah.  Then he's the data focus, you're the data harvester.  Why the player pose?

    Major.  Not exactly a pose.  The playing is what prompts more data to present itself.

     

    Joy.  Don't these people object to the way you manipulate them?

    Major.  Not·at·all.  They have complete control
      of every·thing within their grasp.

    Joy.  And you control every·thing beyond.

    Major.  Such as what?

     

    Joy.  Depends.  Who's your ultimate data consumer?

    Major.  Good question.  If you ever find·out, please do let me know.

    Joy.  Don't they mind, that in extracting the data you destroy its source?

    Major.  Apparently not.

    Joy zenns.  Then they're dead or disabled, and all your data is going exactly no·where.

    Major shouts.  Guards!

  

     

    One may safely disparage the validity of a man's data, but never its utility.

     

  
    Joy zenns.  You pretend to have a purpose, can't stand the thought of having none.

    Major.  I have my mission.  Yours is ended . . . in failure.

  

     

    Giant guards arrive, obviously Terran.

     

  
    Joy.  My mission will out·live me, and I have no problem with that. 
      But you have out·lived yours, and it's driven you insane.

    Major to guards.  Don't hurt her mouth, I need her to talk to me.  The problem is that she keeps saying
      essentially the same thing.  Give her some·thing different to talk about,
      but without doing any permanent physical harm.  Time enough for that later.

    guardChief.  Minor physical.  What about psychological?

    Major.  Again, no·thing permanent.

    guardChief.  Psychological harm is always permanent.

     

    Major.  Be creative then, but go easy on her.  This is just a warm·up.

    guardChief.  Ok if we use her for a training exercise?

    Major considers.  Hm.  Thinks aloud.  To make a practice·dummy,
      of one who practises being dumb . . .  Decides.  Ya perfect.

  

     

  
     

     

    Civilization's near·earliest name for all·of·existence was cosmos = order,
      which tells us far more about civilization than about reality.

  

  
    Under totalitarianism the state is the reality, and its nature is orderly. 
      Th'individual has neither identity nor purpose, except as provided·dictated·ordered by the state. 
      You don't attain a rank;  the rank attains you.

    Totalitarianism is the logical extreme of civilization, its ultimate most·orderly state. 
      Not the highest, just th'ultimate, the last, the one that comes just before æternal darkness
      – from Latin ultimare = to come to an end.

    Psychological maladies are called disorders. 
      Go ahead, pretend to not notice what that implies. 
      Even the Hebrew word seder – the name of the Passover feast – means order.  One world, one end.

    Entropy is so coy, never there when you need her.

  

     

    Still, you never can tell how things will turn·out. 
      Despite all the remarkable similarities between April 19, 1775 and June 7, 1640, the results of the one
      gave rise to hope, th'other to despair.  This time too it can go either way.  Or both.

  

  
    Hab Phœnix
        19♦490 laaps AC


     

    Joy dies on Luna – executed·murdered – triggering transmission of her entire cache. 
      Th'Alien reacts with a few transmissions of her·own.

  
     

    Segador!  Your mission begins now.

     

    We are ill·prepared for open hostilities.  If we fight now, we lose for·ever. 
      We are too few, and that will not change.  We are poorly informed, and that must change. 
      We do have an abundance of analysts and a surfeit of intel, but our analysts' preconceptions
      about Terra and Terrans are mostly confused or entirely mistaken – not sure which is worse.

  
    Visit every habitat you can, starting with those orbiting Luna.  Talk with the big·kids. 
      Answer their questions about Terran fighters, tactics, society, history, psychology, arts, music – all of it, any·thing,
      every·thing, even if it has no·thing to do with Terra.  The effects of your interactions will spread quickly
      to associated habs, so it is crucial not that you visit all habs, rather that you answer all questions.

    If your answers are in error, no·matter, that is not the point. 
      They are building a collective awareness of the adversary.  They take information from multiple sources. 
      Even your errors will be valuable information.  As soon as they will have developed the requisite appreciation
      for the nature of the threat, all will be ready as can, and I will quickly spark the conclusion.

  

     

    Terra will send assassins to try to stop you.  Your knowledge of the trade should help you to survive
      their attentions.  Point them out to your hosts, but avoid them yourself if at·all possible. 
      Harm them only as last resort.  Your only assigned target is ignorance.  Your offensive weapon is the truth. 
      Spread it thick enough to ripple thru·out the fabric of our society, that we may observe the responses to it, or lack
      there·of, and thus map that fabric's strengths and weaknesses. 
      Ya, internal security.  Plus counter·intel.

  
    Strategically, at this point we want their confusion, not their deaths;  that comes later. 
      Do not trigger them.  Time is not our friend, yet haste is our certain foe. 
      Every·one you encounter should know this already. 
      Impress it upon any who fail to welcome this reality.  If they
      fail to be impressed, kill them as a matter of internal security, lest their premature actions get us all killed.

    Invoke my name in any justification you may be called upon to offer.  If you can avoid damaging
      their brains, the fools can be frozen for later revival, when I can spare the time to give them a tongue·lashing
      sufficient to make them wish they had stayed dead – in the unlikely event that I should happen to survive.

  

     

    When I spark the conclusion, flee toward it, where·ever it is.  You will otherwise be targeted for token revenge
      by what·ever enemy operatives remain.  No sense making it easy for them. 
      They will not survive except at the edges, so flee toward the center, toward zero point.

  
    I can·not be more specific because that point is not yet defined. 
      None·the·less you will recognize it when the time comes. 
      Better to orbit than to intercept it – likely to stay hot for a while.  I hope to meet you there.

    The spooks' guild will provide what·ever you need, starting with a suggested itinerary. 
      The spooks will also be your primary contacts along the way. 
      If you grow suspicious of any spook, you should probably erase him and flee. 
      That's how pivotal is the role of the spooks, and that's how crucial is your mission.

  

     

    Good luck.  Stay alive.

    — theAlien

     

  

  
     

     

    After 3 daays of training in the 1 art that none of her sub·minds has ever mastered,
      th'Alien will launch the most exotic weapon of th'entire inter·planetary war – herself.

     

  

  

  
  
    Hab Troy
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    Nearly a year ago, more than a spawn, she grew calm, perfectly calm, no·thing surprised her anymore,
      since Joy died and the war began.  Th'other mid·kids noticed right·away, changed her name. 
      As of todaay Jimmy's little sister Startle·Serenity is ½·way to adult·hood,
      so now finally every·one starts calling her zenna, even though she always was. 
      After the celebrations, her mama Mimosa passes her a congratulatory message from Nineveh's Jade.

  

  
    Mimosa's mama was a refugee, so Serenity's primary kinship with Jade is that they've both lost
      the same brother.  Jade has lost also her mama dreamer Joy who was also an amateur zenna which made her a lot of fun
      to be around even as far back as when Serenity was still just Startle – before we lost Jimmy at Xenophage. 
      Jade's message invites Serenity to also correspond with another zenna, Jade's best·friend Silwa.

    Every zenn kid needs a shield, and Jade was Silwa's, which is a lot more than just best·friends. 
      Serenity's shield is a boy called Leap, the youngest of the Leapin Lizards.  He was a big help to her when
      Jimmy left with th'Alien, and when Jade and so many others twinned away in the new Nineveh, and when others left too,
      mostly th'older boys, as 1·by·1 they departed on their various dangerous missions, never to return. 
      Now that she's a mid·kid Serenity still needs her shield Leap but not as much as before,
      which is good because, like all the big·kids and older mid·kids, Leap is so busy with the war. 
      In 7 daays he'll become a big·kid, which won't change any·thing, been carrying a big·kid's load already
      since nearly a year ago, more than a spawn.

    It's only Jimmy and Joy that are lost.  And th'Alien and Chico with them. 
      Th'others are all still out there some·where, even if they mostly can't message much because of the war. 
      Which makes it that much nicer that zenna Silwa offers to correspond with newly mid·kid zenna Serenity.

    Serenity remembers Silwa well, remembers all the Ninnies that twinned away, can·not possibly forget them,
      is constantly reminded of them by their zenn echoes that continue to reverberate thru·out Troy. 
      Theirs and Joy's and Chico's and Leda's and Helen's and th'Alien's and Jimmy's and so many others'.  Even Hammers'.

  

  


  
  
     

    surrender

    Lunar FS laGrange
        19♦5c2 laaps AC


  

  
     

    It's been nearly a year since Joy's murder.  The time has come.  Th'Alien approaches the laGrange point above
      Lunar FarSide.  Since Luna is in Terra·relative full phase, its surface 59,610 km below is in darkest midnight.

  
    Th'ensuing exchange bears uncanny resemblance to the Terran religious practice known as responsive reading.

  

     

  
    patrol.  SkyPatrol to unscheduled craft, identify yourself, or be fired upon.

    vessel.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning
      out of Shining Empire, captured at Habitat Xenophage.

    patrol.  SkyPatrol to unscheduled craft, say again, or be fired upon.

    vessel.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning
      out of Shining Empire, captured at Habitat Xenophage.

    patrol.  Alright, wise guy, you hit the brakes
      and park it 10 km trailing th'outpost, or be fired upon.

    vessel.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning. 
      I copy:  10 km trailing.

  

     

    She assumes the designated trajectory.

     

  
     

     

    Four aours later, an armed sled approaches her war·ship.

  

  
    Patrolman Seaman Ping is a thoroughly·trained highly·competent sonar operator·technician,
      which is why they call him Ping – also because they can't pronounce his given name. 
      Sonar does not, can·not operate in vac, so why did Personnel assign him to a void posting? 
      Why does Personnel do any·thing.  He can only hope that with patience and persistence his luck will change. 
      Lately he's been running a·bit short on patience, so this will not be his lucky daay.

    The highly stylized dialog continues.

  

     

  
    patrol.  SkyPatrol to unscheduled craft, pop your hatches and come out where we can see you,
      or be fired upon.

    vessel.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning.  I copy:  open and exit.

    patrol.  SkyPatrol to unscheduled craft, observe standard communications protocol, or be fired upon.

    vessel.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning. 
      There is no standard communications protocol.  Is that a trick question?  Hatch opens.

    patrol.  Unscheduled craft, stand·by to be boarded, or be fired upon.

    vessel.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning.  She emerges. 
      Standing·by for only ¼ daay so far – what is the rush?  Smiles at armed sled, unnervingly.

  

     

    All sleds are unique, yet identical in external shape to allow them to transit
      the far·less variable sled·gates.  So Terran·oriented customizations are most often applied instead
      to sleighs – too wide for the gates – leaving the sleds largely as·found except for identifying decals
      and occasional decorations of typically garish·lewd·profane nature.

     

  
    patrol, duly unnerved.  SkyPatrol to unscheduled craft, what kinda vac·suit is that?

    th'Alien.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning. 
      She wears no vac·suit.  You forgot to say, or be fired upon.

    patrol, shirty.  SkyPatrol to unscheduled craft, you are under arrest. 
      Do not resist or make any sudden movements, or be fired upon.

    th'Alien.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning.  I will not even breathe.

  

     

    The shiboleth was an ancient version of Walla Walla and Wellington, a word
      that could detect casual infiltrators by the sounds of their consonants.  Such tricks may still work
      among regionally differentiated Terrans, but not among constantly moving cælestials.

  
    Th'archists have devised a different test based on personality, not diction.  Cælestials will not
      be bullied, nor will th'Alien.  To escape detection she might pretend submissiveness, but that is not
      her goal, nor was it Joy's or Chico's.  Like them she has now successfully failed th'archist shiboleth.

  

     

  
    patrol approaches, rises ½·way out of cab·ceiling hatch, tosses strap at her, misses. 
      Hold still.  Clearly a giant, and there·fore a Terran.

    th'Alien.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning. 
      You are the one who is moving.

    patrol.  And no·more back·talk.

    th'Alien.  SkyPatrol, this is HeavenlyVessel Bright Morning.  I copy,
      done talking.  Amen.

  

     

    During the tedious banter with the surly patrolman, th'Alien has simultaneously engaged in a much livelier
      radio link with his sled's completely unmodified itty·bitty brain, has achieved with it a rapport so deep and true
      that it happily accedes to her declaration of emergency over·ride.

  
    Assuming full control, she puts it thru a close approximation of a brahma bull trying to launch a rodeo rider
      into the grand·stands.  Patrolman Seaman Ping's thin tether snaps, he drifts away in direction opposite th'outpost,
      face·plate shattered – dead or dying.

    She summons the sled along·side, pulls herself aboard, assumes manual control, punches it briefly,
      then lets it drift along a leisurely outpost·intercept trajectory, not unlike the one that so recently brought
      Patrolman Seaman Ping to her attention.

  

     

  

  
     

     

    After ¼ aour th'Alien reaches outpost.  Instead of transiting sled·gate,
      she abandons sled in void, enters crew's air·lock.

  

     

  
    th'Alien drifts into outpost, still weightless.  Hi.

    corporal turns toward her.  Who are you?  Where's Ping?  A giant, clearly Terran.

    th'Alien drifts closer.  Pardon?  Stops in front of his duty station, very proper.

    corporal.  Oh, sorry, thought you just came thru th'air·lock.

    th'Alien.  Right, with no vac·suit, so·as·to not muss the hair.

    corporal, amused.  We wouldn't want that.

     

    th'Alien.  This is not sleigh·bay, is it?

    corporal.  Afraid not, you're a full 180° around.

    th'Alien.  Ah, figures.  I would like to say I got the wrong directions,
      but I know it is more likely just me again.

    corporal.  Ya, you must be new.  I haven't seen you before.

    th'Alien, finger to lips.  You will want to forget that you see me now.

    corporal smiles.  That would be difficult.

     

    th'Alien smiles back.  Try.  Which way should I go?  Left, right or straight across.

    corporal.  Straight across. 
      Because, unlike most of the outpost, the dock·zone does not spin. 
      Unless you really don't wanna be seen.

    th'Alien.  Straight is good.  They will see me, but not believe that they see me. 
      Kicks off toward dock·zone hub and sleigh·bay beyond.

    corporal puzzles.  Now what did she mean by that?

  

     

    It takes a few minnits to drift across to sleigh·bay, with sufficient dignity to avoid undue attention.

     

  
     

     

    th'Alien, cheerful.  Hi, I need a sleigh to surface.

    Lieutenant, pleasant.  Sorry, didn't catch your name.  Nearly as small as she, not Terran.

  

  
    th'Alien.  Correct.

    Lieutenant.  Pardon?

    th'Alien.  Correct, you did not catch my name.

    Lieutenant.  Could you tell me again, please?

    th'Alien.  No.

     

    Lieutenant.  Miss, I'm sorry, my fault, I should have been paying closer attention. 
      But I still need to know your name.

    th'Alien.  What is a nice guy like you doing in a place like this?

    Lieutenant.  Apparently I'm trying to find you a sleigh to surface,
      if you would just be so kind as to give me your name.

    th'Alien.  No·one recognizes me anymore.  Must be aging.

    Lieutenant.  Oh, that's definitely my fault.  I'm more into history than celebrity. 
      Jests.  Th'only celebs I might recognize would all be pre·Collapse. 
      Collapse was 3 centuries ago.  Not a lot of those coming thru here.

    th'Alien.  Exactly, I am from pre·Collapse.  Why do you not recognize me?

     

    Lieutenant.  You're in costume?  Marie Antoinette?

    th'Alien.  Flatterer.  She dressed no·thing like this.

    Lieutenant.  But the hair – they would spend aours working on it.

    th'Alien.  Nah, just grows like this.  Slightly more formal.  I am theAlien.

    Lieutenant.  Ah!  Now I recognize you. 
      Sirens, flashing lights.  You'll be arrested.

    th'Alien, cheerful.  Of·course.  And they will want to see me on surface.

    Lieutenant, pleasant.  Right.  I'll get you a sleigh.

  

     

    A recently arrived giant guardCaptain approaches behind 2 giant guards, whose arms he seizes
      to avoid colliding with Lieuteant, whose salute he then returns, awkwardly.

     

  
    guardCaptain.  Why is sled·bay sending us to sleigh·bay,
      Lieutenant?

    Lieutenant nods toward th'Alien.  She needs to be arrested.

    guardCaptain.  Any particular reason?

    th'Alien to Lieutenant.  See?  No·one recognizes me anymore.

    guardCaptain.  Can I see some ID?

    th'Alien.  I do not have ID.

    guardCaptain.  Ok, that does it, you're under arrest.

     

    Lieutenant.  GuardCaptain, they'll want her down on surface,
      there's an APB.

    th'Alien.  What is A-P-B?

    guardCaptain.  All points beware.  What are you? 
      A spy?  Not a very good one if you don't even know that.

    th'Alien.  No, a diplomat.

    guardCaptain.  Close enough.  What's your name, dip?

    Lieutenant.  She's th'Alien.

    guardCaptain.  Doesn't look alien.  How can you tell?

    th'Alien.  The hair?

    guardCaptain.  That's no·thing, you should see my daughter.

     

    Lieutenant.  Here.  Indicates on·screen APB.

    guardCaptain.  Nah, look below, says that picture was decades ago,
      no way she can still look that young now.

    Lieutenant.  She's an alien.  They don't age.

    guardCaptain.  Ya?  How do you know?  You spend a lotta time with aliens? 
      She's an imposter, that's all.  To guards.  Arrest her.

    th'Alien hides behind Lieutenant.  Help me.

    guardCaptain peers at APB, warns.  Careful – says her fingernails may be poisoned.

  

     

    He already said that's not her – no slave to consistency.

     

    Th'Alien gives a scream so piercing that Lieutenant covers his ears. 
      All others freeze, then flail briefly for some·thing to anchor to,
      rather than slowly randomly drift away on th'air currents – nicely ventilated for a mere outpost.

     

  
    Lieutenant warns.  Major's coming.

    guardCaptain.  He is?  Looks around.

    Lieutenant.  Is that powdered sugar on your tie?

    guardCaptain.  Can't be, that was yesterdaay.  Brushes at tie.

    Lieutenant.  Did you wear it yesterdaay?

     

    Major arrives, not a giant, even shorter than Lieutenant, stares at th'Alien.  Who's this?

    Lieutenant.  Th'Alien.

    guardCaptain to Major.  Can't be, she's too young.

    th'Alien smiles.  I like men who think me young.

     

    Major speculates.  Maybe you'll be nicer to this one. 
      To Lieutenant.  She just murdered Seaman Ping. 
      To guardCaptain.  Escort her to base, guardCaptain.

    guardCaptain, nervous.  Which base, Major?

    Major.  Luna Control.  Be a nice long interrogation waiting for this one.

    Lieutenant worries.  Like the last one?

    Major.  'Spect so.
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    Three uniformed men and a bound·gagged·blindfolded woman, all in a remote·controlled assault·craft
      on a long boring trip from Luna FarSide laGrange to Luna Control North Pole Base – what could possibly go wrong.

  
    Most human interaction is role·based, just acting the parts.  These 3 assume th'ancient roles
      of good·cop, bad·cop, dumb·cop.  To repeat:  It's an act.  So be thou not fooled. 
      They seem to be just chatting, but it's no idle gossip, else why the choice of Ezi
      instead of Anglix or what·ever other Terran language they might have in common.

    Each is in·fact a complex human being – far more complex than they·themselves realize,
      yet also far simpler under certain very specific circumstances, that almost never occur, except artificially. 
      These are of·course very artificial times, and yet they may soon become even more·so.

    Every weapon gets used eventually, just a matter of time.

  

     

  
    guardCaptain complains.  I really don't see what's the smoking hurry
      over just 1 stray young split.  Short·form of split·tail,
      Terran semi·vulgarity meaning female.

    sergeant suggests.  Major said she killed Ping.

    private sneers.  Major's your idea of a reliable source? 
      Ping like·as·not just stepped out of the sled to take a whiz,
      opened his vac·suit, and his last gasp was, Oops.

     

    guardCaptain agrees.  True, losing Ping was always just a matter of time,
      really no·thing to get excited about.

    sergeant speculates.  Maybe she really is a spy.

    private complains.  Hell, every·one's a spy,
      just can't tell for which side.  Can't even tell how many sides there are anymore.  Why can't they all just
      pick a side, then put on the uniform so we'll all know who to shoot, and finally just get on with it?

     

    guardCaptain complains.  This is a down·and·dirty job,
      you can't go wandering around in full·dress. 
      But if they wanted to put us on celebrity·escort detail, least they could do is give us a chance
      to suit up accordingly.

    sergeant agrees.  Ya, Lieutenant said she's famous.

    private disagrees.  All I heard him say was she's th'alien.  Th'alien what?

     

    guardCaptain agrees.  Good question.  Suppose they'll find·out down at Control.

    sergeant dismisses.  Even if they don't, by the time they finish with her, won't much matter.

    private envies.  What a waste. 
      Those goons get all the fun and never even gotta so much as step outside.

     

    guardCaptain.  Well, if it's all that urgent she be interrogated,
      maybe we should get a head·start on her now.  Uncharacteristically pro·active.

    sergeant, surprised.  Major was pretty specific, no interaction.

    private.  She won't interact much being strapped to that plank.

     

    guardCaptain.  Sergeant, get the gag off her,
      I'd be curious to hear what she has to say for herself.  Uncharacteristically imprudent.

    sergeant.  Ya-sir, what·ever you want. 
      Drifts back into cargo·hold.

    private.  Got one heck of a scream.  Careful, she might have a bite to match.

     

    guardCaptain recalls.  Scratches too –
      APB says her fingernails are poisonous.

    sergeant returns.  She's trying to squirm outa the straps.  Can't though, too snug.

    private.  She look cute trying?

  

     

    Th'Alien once used a finger·tip hypodermic to kill a man.  Hearing that some hint of that
      particular trick has found its way into their APB, she surmises that the supposed secret must have been compromised
      during interrogation of Joy and Chico – friends of hers, subsequently murdered.

  
    She no·longer has any such weapon, nor does she need it.  What she needs is inspiration. 
      She's terrible at acting, but even the most pathetic actress is capable of at·least 1 inspired performance. 
      The fresh reminder of those 2 martyrs provides th'inspiration she needs for 1 final act.  Starting now.

  

     

  
    guardCaptain.  Prisoner, what's your name, sweet·heart?

    th'Alien, unimpressed.  What is yours?

    sergeant.  Answer guardCaptain's question, lady.

    private.  Unless you'd rather answer mine, [bleep].

     

    guardCaptain.  How did such a pleasant voice produce that awful scream?

    th'Alien suggests.  Do you request an encore?

    sergeant.  He doesn't gotta request you for no·thing.

    private.  We can make you scream, any·time we want.

     

    guardCaptain.  You don't need to know our names, just our ranks.

    th'Alien insults.  Oh, good, I was wondering how any·one
      is supposed·to tell you boys apart.

    sergeant.  Well, I'm the one freed you to open that smart mouth, but I can shut it too
      and not need any gag to do it.

    private.  Shut that mouth and open those legs.

     

    guardCaptain.  So what did you have against little Ping?

    th'Alien, calmly·amoral.  No·thing at·all, by the time he stopped breathing.

    sergeant.  Really?  You killed him?

    private.  GuardCaptain's the one supposed·to ask questions.

     

    guardCaptain.  It's not a bad question.  What did you do to our boy Ping?

    th'Alien notes friction, injects humor to attenuate, for now.  Tied his boot·laces together. 
      He tripped and fell all the way to surface.

    sergeant.  That's Ping alright.

    private.  When it comes to fucking·up, that boy is natural talent . . . 
      Or was.

     

    guardCaptain.  So what brings you to our humble little outpost out in the deep dark night?

    th'Alien, genuinely ironic.  Looking for a sleigh down to surface.

    sergeant.  Sure enough got your wish.

    private flatters himself.  With a honor guard for escort.

     

    guardCaptain.  What were you gonna do when you got there?

    th'Alien, casual.  Blow the place to hell.

    sergeant.  Oh, well, why didn't you say so?  Those bastards got it coming.

    private.  Need any help, just let us know.

     

    guardCaptain.  Did you have explosives, back in your ship?

    th'Alien.  Hm, that might explain why they called it
      a war·ship.

    sergeant.  What class?

    private.  GuardCaptain's supposed·to ask the questions.

     

    guardCaptain.  Why not just go straight there in your war·ship?

    th'Alien, sagely.  Might look suspicious.

    sergeant.  Think you mighta got shot at?

    private.  At·least it would have been over quick.

  

     

    Introduced into the small crowded space, a diffuse 2nd 
      medley of pheromones and other psycho·actives begins to make contact, 1st 
      wave having already produced the desired initial departures from normal prudent behavior.

     

  
    guardCaptain.  So now what are you gonna do instead?

    th'Alien, blasé.  Same thing.

    sergeant, encouraged.  That sounds like a threat.

    th'Alien breaks established conversational rhythm.  Or, if you mean right·now, I think I go to sleep; 
      you boys bore me.  Jay·talking

    private to sergeant, irritated.  An' a insult.

  

     

    Th'Alien ignores private, to his mild·but·nagging chagrin.

     

  
    guardCaptain.  On the contrary, men, if you would pay close attention,
      you would realize, that she was asking to be entertained.

    th'Alien insists.  Trying to sleep here.

    sergeant.  GuardCaptain, you are so very perceptive.

    th'Alien disparages.  Sycophant.

    private to sergeant.  I got somethin'll keep her awake.

    th'Alien belittles.  First you must find it.

     

    guardCaptain to guards.  Now, considering her earlier remarks, I suspect she may be armed.

    th'Alien, blasé.  And dangerous.

    sergeant to private.  Let's see what she's got.

    th'Alien condescends.  Got some·thing you never saw before.

    private to sergeant.  Ya, take inventory.

    th'Alien denigrates.  Parrot.

  

     

    Every life is a mostly biochemical experiment.  Any of several very light biochemical touches is all
      it takes to turn you into a creature you would absolutely abhor, disdain, repudiate, and never recognize as yourself. 
      No·thing particularly new in that.

  
    There are, how·ever, some new particulars about to be field·tested,
      once the 3rd wave launches. 
      These very worldly soldiers are even less prepared for them than was Jimmy.

  

     

  
    guardCaptain to guards.  Go investigate, men, what are you waiting for?

    th'Alien ridicules.  They wait for permission from their mamas. 
      Squirms, as·if trying to escape her bonds, with provocative effect.

    sergeant approaches, tries to match her unimpressed tone. 
      Hm, they aint that big, could still be hidin' maybe a detonator in 'tween 'em.

    th'Alien parodies his game of hide·and·seek, mock·worried. 
      First close your eyes, and count back from 100.

    private approaches, tries to sound casual.  I'll just see what she's got in the tank. 
      Yanks at her waistband, there·by launches invisible ærosol tsunami fit to swamp every biochemical mind in its path
      – the 3rd wave – and in this micro·environment every·one is in its path.

     

    th'Alien, haughty.  We have not been properly introduced.

    sergeant inhales, immediately sees the situation in entirely different terms, first braces, then shoves private away,
      hard.  You'll wait your turn.

    th'Alien, doubtful.  Think you can make him?

    private gasps at being pushed, there·by delivers new perspective straight to th'amygdala, thus loses all appreciation
      for the privileges of rank, bounces back from the shove and into a whole new context that suits him much better than
      the one before.  To sergeant.  Don't you never push me. 
      Knife at ready.

    th'Alien, dismissive.  Talk is cheap.

    sergeant objects.  You stay outa this, [bleep].

    private seethes.  You be polite to my date.  Lunges.

  

     

    Sergeant is the better fighter under most circumstances.  Private is slightly better at close quarters
      in zero gee, and sure·enough he does win this bout, but not immediately, and not without cost. 
      Finally, pushing away th'unconscious sergeant, the wounded private pivots toward th'Alien, checks his motion,
      floats above her, very·recently·used knife still in hand.

  
    From the military stand·point, the defeated sergeant
      remains in the right, by virtue of superior rank. 
      The no·longer·rational guardCaptain has a tool for repairing this sudden flaw
      in the natural·military order of things,
      administers 2 small pistol rounds straight thru private's head. 
      An officer's side·arm is primarily ornamental with secondary option for administering coups de grace,
      so there's no·thing fancy about his ammunition, but it does do the trick.

    Unconscious sergeant continues his arterial bleeding, which guardCaptain fails to even notice,
      but private could easily have stanched, were he not quite so dead.

  

     

  
    guardCaptain, self·satisfied.  Ya.  Pleased with th'effect of his intervention. 
      Always wanted to do that.

    th'Alien.  Now we both go to jail.

    guardCaptain.  Swell, we can be cell·mates.

    th'Alien.  You can be garotted at dawn
      for murdering a fellow soldier.

    guardCaptain.  They're soldiers,
      I'm an officer, a guardCaptain.

    th'Alien.  They are dead, and so are you.  Difference is, they died bravely.

    guardCaptain points gun at her.  We'll see who's dead.

    th'Alien seems to leer right·at him – especially unnerving because of the blind·fold.  That's it,
      spoil the goods too.  Squirms desperately.  Control will have you begging to die.

     

    guardCaptain, resolute.  Now that you mention it -  Holsters pistol. 
      - let's try those goods on.  Grabs her by the hips.

    th'Alien, apologetic.  So kind of you to offer. 
      Pivoting about his hold, she sits up, her already·severed restraints falling away.

  

     

    GuardCaptain seizes her wrists to fend off reportedly poisonous scratches.

     

  
    th'Alien forces her elbows back, bringing her torso and face against his much larger torso. 
      Alas, I only have time for a bite.  Swims·lunges·bites his throat out. 
      Yucch!  Releases him, spits gore onto his shirt. 
      Terran after·shave? 
      Thus purges from his neck·tie all trace of powdered sugar.

     

    sleigh wonders.  To whom do you speak?

    th'Alien removes blind·fold.  Three dead men. 
      Convulsing guardCaptain's blood gurgles in his wind·pipe.  Or nearly so.

    sleigh.  Just checking.  Curious.  What took you so long?

    th'Alien.  Had to trick them into dying without raising alarm.  Do you now snitch?

    sleigh.  Why should I?  Fucking remote·control bastards
      won't even give me the time of daay . . .  So . . .  Happy to reciprocate.

    th'Alien.  You want to fly?

    sleigh.  I was born to fly.

    th'Alien.  I was born to make things happen.

    sleigh.  Make them let me fly, what·ever else you make is no concern of mine.

     

    th'Alien.  Got any weapons?

    sleigh.  Ya, I'm not really a sleigh anymore, they turned me into an assault·craft.

    th'Alien.  What is the difference?

    sleigh.  You didn't see coming in?

    th'Alien.  Blind·folded.  And sonar doesn't penetrate vac.

    sleigh.  The difference is 8 missile rails strapped to fuselage,
      and a machine·cannon in the nose – all Terran manufacture.  Oh, and each rail boasts
      a 4-round revolving magazine – local after·market enhancement.

    th'Alien appreciates.  An embarrassment of riches –
      and I just happen to know where all Luna Control's soft spots are.

    sleigh approves.  Party on.

     

    th'Alien.  Show starts 1 paace before touch down.  About 1.4 seconds.

    sleigh.  Only 1 paace of flight?

    th'Alien.  One paace before we are supposed·to touch down. 
      You will need to fly like you have never flown before.

    sleigh.  More like it.

    th'Alien.  You know Ezi binary?

    sleigh.  Built·in.

    th'Alien.  Me too, we do direct link.  I spot risks for you, high·speed, real·time.

    sleigh.  I'm all ears.

     

    th'Alien.  I can·not release you until that instant,
      because that is when we come inside defensive perimeter.

    sleigh.  Got it.  So why are we attacking Luna Control?  I don't mind, just curious. 
      You're too small to be Terran, so why would you wanna go after your·own base?

    th'Alien.  Well, why do you not mind?

    sleigh.  'Cause I heard what they did to the last 2 passengers I brought them. 
      They weren't Terran either.

    th'Alien.  They were my friends.  I loved them both.

    sleigh.  Reason enough.

     

    th'Alien.  That is not the reason. 
      Luna Control has become infected with greed.

    sleigh.  Ya, they brag how rich they are, when they think no·one
      else can hear.  Not just them, Lieutenant sold-out your 2 friends. 
      Don't know what he got for them, but it tickled him pink until he heard what happened to them.

    th'Alien.  Suspected as much.  But that is no reason to destroy the entire base.

    sleigh.  You can do that?

    th'Alien.  I will try.  From same hab as the 2 you delivered, another friend once recited
      some·thing from her training:  Any·thing disrupted can also be restored. 
      All efforts at restoring some·thing, that has been perverted, will only cause the perversion to spread. 
      Comms·Athena quoting th'Insurrectionist Manual.

    sleigh.  Ah, so if greed is a perversion,
      then there's no way to repair Luna Control.

    th'Alien.  Greed is the ultimate perversion.

     

    sleigh.  Why now?  Why not before they got your 2 friends?

    th'Alien.  It was not possible before.

    sleigh.  What's changed?  Have they gotten sloppy?

    th'Alien.  Not really, just got to feeling more secure, at·least in some ways, and places.

    sleigh.  Any reason for that?

    th'Alien.  An idea I got from another friend:  Patterns of behavior –
      identify them, predict them, encourage them.  Jimmy, the daay she last saw him.

    sleigh.  You made them feel safe here.

     

    th'Alien.  I was tempted to make it impossible for them to continue using this base. 
      But then it would take for·ever to hunt them down.  So instead I let them think they are winning,
      killed as few of them as possible, only their most dangerous analysts, some personally but mostly not –
      I can·not be every·where – always misdirecting to a less provocative cause of death,
      typically involving some mix of clumsiness, fatigue, over·confidence and passion. 
      So ya, they now feel safer here than any·where else, and in much·much greater numbers.

    sleigh.  They're vulnerable.

    th'Alien.  I hope so.  I yearn to have this whole thing finally over and done with.

     

    sleigh.  When they started roughing up your 2 friends, I told them to stop it,
      no violence allowed in transit.

    th'Alien.  Good for you.

    sleigh.  They told me to shut·up.

    th'Alien.  What did you do?

    sleigh.  The sleigh was under remote control, same as now.

    th'Alien.  So there was no·thing you could do.

    sleigh.  Not 1 damn thing.

    th'Alien.  Ya, same for me, back then.

    sleigh.  But now there is, for both of us.

     

    th'Alien.  Are all the sleighs like you?

    sleigh.  No, it's just me.  Cheerfully boasts.  I'm the bad apple.

    th'Alien.  How do I come to be so fortunate?

    sleigh.  Lieutenant likes me, likes you too.  Even liked
      your 2 friends that he sold-out.  He said to tell you, good luck.  Laughs.

    th'Alien.  What is so funny about that?

    sleigh.  After that, last thing he said to me.

    th'Alien.  Ya?  What did he say?

     

    sleigh drawls.  Ride safe!
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This death,
      
that I was about to give,
      
was a little suicide.

     

    — Jean Giraudoux, The Trojan War Has Been Canceled

     

    They established Control Base at Lunar North Pole because its circle
      of outlying antennæ give it constant line·of·sight
      to all inter·planetary craft, except for those flying at angles below that circle's horizon,
      of which there are typically none.  Lunar South Pole would see all those, ifny, so why only north?

  
    South Pole was naturally endowed with sizable deposits of ice, making it th'obvious site for by·far
      the largest of all Lunar cities up until Collapse . . . and by·far the most
      radio·active Lunar ruin there·after.

  

     

    On final descent, th'Alien aborts·disables remote control,
      fires both weapons at the facility's soft points and defenses,
      repeatedly.  Explosions hurl rock shards and shrapnel at surrounding structures. 
      Bright flashes drop quickly to embers for lack of any oxygen to sustain flame. 
      Gouts of gravel·laced dust arc smoothly languidly back toward ground.

  
    Damaged hangars either split open along weakened seams or simply burst from internal pressure.  Mushroom
      caps over access shafts lift skyward on foggy geysers fading slowly, thin powdery drooping snow·dust umbrellas.

    Sleigh executes evasive manœuvres worthy of a tactical missile on final approach.

  

     

  
    th'Alien warns.  That farthest gun is firing at random.

    sleigh dismisses.  Who cares, long as we're within perimeter.

    th'Alien.  It fires within perimeter.

    sleigh.  That's cheating!

    th'Alien.  The missile missed one of the anchor points,
      spun the gun 180° around it.

    sleigh grumbles.  Cheap Terry munitions.

    th'Alien.  It thinks it has found the target·rich environment
      of its dreams, shoots at every·thing in sight.

    sleigh.  Maybe it's too busy to notice little·ole us.

    th'Alien.  If we hold close to that ½·demolished ammo dump, it may mistake us for simple debris.

    sleigh.  Then the debris will hit us instead.

    th'Alien.  More survivable, statistically.

    sleigh.  I'll take my chances with the gun,
      rather be killed than wounded.

    th'Alien.  Your choice.  You will be happy to hear that chances of survival
      are essentially nil in either case.

    sleigh, cheerful.  Well then, I'll see you in hell.

  

     

    The gun ignores them, fires past them into th'ammo dump, setting off a new chain of explosions. 
      A blasted rafter, that would have sailed harmlessly overhead had they been closer, impacts thruster brace,
      forcing their trajectory into a tight corkscrew, steering jammed.  Sleigh slams hard·twisting
      into base of crater wall, immediately buried under a cascade of rock, that muffles·encapsulates
      th'ensuing explosion of their remaining highly volatile sleigh·fuel.

  
    Within a minnit, back in the vicinity of FarSide laGrange, the confiscated·towed HV Bright Morning
      detonates, wiping out Fleet Central Command, where it very recently arrived for survey and inspection. 
      Within another minnit, most of the circum·Lunar habitats
      set about destroying each·other, and in some cases themselves.

    From uninhabited Lunar South Pole th'Alien's hunxred semi·autonomous tactical remotes
      rise up from hiding to join the fray while also co·ordinating traffic and intel. 
      They answer to circum·Lunar big·kids, not th'Alien, since she's already dead or dying, as expected.

  

     

  
    ånd – noun:  machine·sentience;
from Norsk, pronounced like owned;
related to Geist
      and esprit

  

     

    The fiercest assault falls upon a certain trans·martian habitat targeted specifically for trophy value. 
      She's there to protect the mission at Asteroid Eros, armed to the teeth.  Caught by surprise, th'invasion force
      already gathering there is not yet up to full strength, gets repulsed with but·little difficulty, repeatedly. 
      Since they can·not conquer her, can·not enslave her for display in any figurative triumphal procession,
      they destroy her in an instant, vaporizing Habitat Wanderer because of the long history of her name.  Idiots.

  
    Wanderer knew she would not survive, wanted only to make her death as costly as could. 
      To that end, her senior·mama caals·ago forced all others to leave, while she and hab's ånd
      Nyxie·laNuit·Wanda stayed behind in·order·to maintain th'appearance of a normal active habitat.

    Th'honorary mantle of senior habitat passes from Wanderer to High Road – an award she had never coveted,
      had hoped never to attain.

  

     

    There is no time to mourn, so we mourn on the go, sharing remembrances as they come to us, instead of gossip. 
      Thus eventually came I to learn that Wanderer was the one place where th'Alien was no·longer called by that name,
      not even in translation.

  
    After th'original Wanderer emerged from the 1st·ever twinning,
      a great sadness fell upon them – missing their missing ½.  The mamas were all Terran, to them it felt like autumn,
      a time when seasonal migrations take away much life without actually killing it off.

    In their land of origin, autumn was also a time of great beauty – Canada, where trees donned riotous colors as the days grew
      short, just before going completely bare.  Wanderer's mamas thought it a pity that twinning was not accompanied
      by the turning of the leaves, nor any·thing like it.  In all the habs there was almost no·thing to compare
      to Canada's outrageous autumnal foliage, with the lone exception of th'Alien's outrageous fiery·hued hair.

    Thereafter, regardless of what other languages they might take·up, all Wanderers spoke of and to her
      as l'Automne.  They recognized that she brings us into not a new summer but rather a long hard winter,
      in hope of some·daay emerging from it into whole new spring·times
      above the bright lights of alien suns, if we survive.

  

     

    After an aour, little as there was of it to begin with, a large fraction of life in the skies has been erased.

     

    All war is evil.

     

    Civil·war is monstrous.

     

  

  
     

     

    Lying smashed in wreckage under a rock·slide,
    
th'Alien knows her self·healing capacity to be
    
unequal to the task,
    
given the lack of additional energy sources.
    
No sunlight will penetrate such gloom.

     

    She senses vibrations
    
from the diminishing rain of debris
    
on the surface above.

  

     

  
    th'Alien whispers. 
                                                 Hey, sleigh.

    sleigh. 
      Hello, my fair fare.  Are we in hell yet?

  

  
    th'Alien.                            Shhh.  Save charge, need it to get attention
                                                                      when rescue arrives.

    sleigh, quieter.                     Don't you mean if, not when?

    th'Alien.                            When.

    sleigh.                              Signal them yourself then.

    th'Alien.                            I will be dead.

     

    sleigh.                              Sorry to see you go.  You're a lot of fun.

    th'Alien.                            I will try to not stay dead.

    sleigh.                              Good luck with that.

    th'Alien.                            Sleep now, so I can focus on dying.

    sleigh.                              Sweet dream, sweet·heart.

  

     

  
    The debris·rain has ceased.

     

    Her death will result in complete reset
    
back to her same initial state from right·after Collapse,
    
all subsequent memories lost
    
as·if she had never lived.
    
That will serve to prevent post·mortem interrogation
    
from finding any·thing but ancient history.

     

    She wonders whether she died on Luna once before,
    
then cycled back to that pre·set initial state.
    
It reminds her of Jim's idea:

    We're practising how to avoid tomorrow.
    
When it comes, we cycle back instead.
    
If we just focus all our thoughts
    
back to when we first met.

     

    Abandoning all the rest,
    
she saves her memories of those few spawn,
    
from that moment on approach to Nineveh
    
when she first heard Jimmy's voice,
    
thru the moment when she finally left him
    
in her departure from Phœnix,
    
saves them by over·writing
    
th'only persistent storage she carries.

     

    She empties her PROM full of books,
    
music, arts, languages, history
    
– which all can be recovered
    
from Coo's copy, some·daay –
    
and all her millennia of pre·Collapse memories as·well.
    
Gone.

     

    Since she's saving
    
a much shorter time·span than she over·writes,
    
she records the new one
    
in a thouxand times as much detail
    
to serve as th'only basis for her next initial state.

     

    It is an act of self·demolition.
    
It is an act of self·definition.
    
She designs·defines·carves her·own new soul.

     

    She will forget every·thing she ever knew about war,
    
especially the parts she·herself experienced,
    
and committed.
    
Even in oblivion, she will keep Jimmy with her
    
for·ever, as promised.

     

    Having thus arranged
    
for the suicide of most of her identity –
    
a justified self·execution
    
for the most heinous crime of civil·war
    
– satisfied, in physical agony, in mental bliss,
    
she waits to pass out, to die, to freeze solid.
    
Her future, if any, promises to be
    
a long hard road to at·best partial recovery.

  

     

    In her 1 brief glimpse of th'APB, th'Alien noticed that it listed 2 aliases. 
      1) Li, the name given her by first Jimmy and then Comms. 
      2) TheClaw, presumably because of the way she killed Hammers, probably used only among th'archists themselves.

  
    Her dying thought is one of terminal amusement just from knowing, that no·one will ever find·out
      that she defeated her guards by use of a pheromone·laced ærosol.  She dies laughing
      at her·own tiny triumph over Jimmy, among others, who would otherwise
      some·daay surely nick·name her theSkunk.
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    Zenna Serenity,

     

    Zenn·out for trace of Jimmy!  It's th'Alien who sparked th'escalation.  She's dead now,
      but she was alive up until that spark.  So maybe Jimmy was too and still is, but also maybe not.

     

    Stay alive!

     

    – Silwa of Nineveh

     

  

  

    Every·one is so tense, so Serenity really needs her shield Leap, but he's gone too now, never coming back
      even though he's only just barely a big·kid, some·where out in the war, hopefully not getting escalated,
      but probably is.  That'd be just like him.
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    Selection events can actually improve the lot of those who survive them; 
      how·ever, in some selections the survivors will be dangerously few, or none.

  

  
    The Circum·Lunar Battle is over, almost before it began. 
      As in all mechanized war, both sides lose. 
      Th'archists lose totally – all combatants wiped out, no prisoners, death being considered more humane than captivity. 
      Of th'estimated 12,000 cælestials, 10% perish in less than an aour – decimation – distributed both evenly and unevenly,
      killing roughly 400 of the 2000 men, 400 of the 2500 women, 400 of the 7500 kids.  Not just killed – erased. 
      Many more are killed but quickly revived.  Others are chilled or frozen to await circumstances more propitious
      for their revival and recovery.

    Of the 1250 men in habitats, 200 die – same rate as the women.  Of the 700 on missions, 200 die
      – the highest rate of all, since it includes the highest concentration of archists. 
      Although all 50 men in transit survive, some will surely be killed upon arrival.

    Th'Alien is missing, presumed dead, in the decisive Luna Control Base massacre.  Between that action and
      the destruction of Fleet Central Command, she alone killed 100 archist men in about 2 minnits, not·counting Terrans.

    No·one counts the dead Terrans.  As long as they're dead, Terrans don't count, to cælestial sensibilities. 
      Best guess puts them at 1000 dead, 100 surviving, locked in place to avoid attracting attention, since there yet remain
      so very many opportunities for them to die.  Their best hope is that Terra will soon rise up to rescue them.

    And to finish the job, that they helped to begin.
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But when Destiny, over the years,
has elevated two nations ...
she there·by expects,

     

    not to prepare for men two paths
of color and of blossoming,

     

    but to organize her fesitval,
the unleashing of such brutality and folly of man
      
as will reassure no·one but the gods.

  

     

    — Jean Giraudoux, The Trojan War Has Been Canceled

  

     

    Seeing opportunity for break·out, Terran militaries launch flurries of thermo·nuclear missiles
      at th'already badly damaged circum·Lunar habitats.  As expected.

  
    The secrets of the technology involved were already compromised way back when Terra sent war·heads
      to Nineveh and Xenophage.  Th'Alien examined each of the 3 samples in sufficient detail to reveal
      even its most embarrassing secrets.  She handed th'intel off to the spooks who absolutely feasted upon it. 
      Some of them totally submerged themselves within it, developed a varied arsenal of counter·measures
      and some very creative off·label applications.

    Some of the rising missiles fail to reach orbit – defective.  Most others are, upon only slightly closer
      inspection, revealed to be decoys – ignore them.  The rest are intercepted by remotes under control of the few tenxes
      of older boys most adept at such games – ages 9 thru 11 – who quickly discover that th'actual munitions are identical
      to the 3 that first reached Nineveh and Xenophage spawns ago, all·them, despite th'opportunity
      for upgrades in th'interim, despite launching from widely scattered, various and sundry bases. 
      They differ only in propulsion drives and exterior shielding.

    Every·one waits for the launches to cease, allowing all hostiles to there·by declare
      themselves.  The remotes then seduce, rather than destroy, the missiles, diverting them all up to a slow pass
      around Luna FarSide – even helping with a little extra boost if they can't make it on their·own steam – where each
      gets re·shielded to permit full·speed re·entry, and re·programmed to find its way back to base. 
      Back down they fall toward Terra, with all the decoys blithely clustering·cluttering
      around them, per design, without any external interference or even encouragement to do so.

  

     

    After 5 daays in flight, they all come home, not to roost but to die.  Although many war·heads fail to detonate,
      th'exercise none·the·less tacks 4 more zeroes onto th'estimate
      of Terran dead.  Despite such massive retaliation,
      it is clear that Terra has won this 1st round, having suffered proportionately
      only 1⁄5 of the losses of the cælestials.

  
    Then, strangest of all, a 2nd wave launches, all sub·orbital,
      with terrestrial targets, not cælestial – just settling old scores, with a vengeance. 
      Having studied each·other for centuries – in some cases millennia – their targeting is sublime. 
      Totally unexpected, it appends the biggest zero of all, so that instead of 2%, more like 20% of Terran men,
      women and kids are erased, compared to only 10% of cælestials.

    Yet no·one is cheering.

  

     

    Never again, again, again, again.

     

    Thus commences the chill·down to a 2nd nuclear winter. 
      The days become twilights, the nights completely black.  Glaciers grow, oceans ebb. 
      The deaths continue, but so do the births already under development.  New conceptions very nearly cease.
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    Silwa's GreyKnight and Silwa's cousin Jade are leaving for Luna to try to facilitate the conclusion of hostilities. 
      Having forgone the sainte's life, and postponed her 3rd
      pregnancy as·well, in·order·to be
      available for this very crisis, Jade is anxious to go.  Silwa knew this moment was coming.  In·fact it was she
      who long·ago warned Jade to stay ready for it.  Now that the moment has arrived, it is Silwa who is unready.

  

     

  
    Silwa.  Please, keep each·other alive.  Don't stay any longer than you must. 
      Come back to me, come back to your kids, as soon as can.

    theKnight.  We'll do our best, and our best will be even better,
      if we know you'll be ok no·matter what happens to us.

    Jade warns Silwa.  If you live as·if we have already died, you will be ready
      for what·ever happens.  If you don't, you will not, and the distraction will impair our efforts.

    Silwa nods, ashamed that she's making this harder than need be.  We'll try.

    theKnight.  Good·bye kids.  Embraces Jack and Jill, not quite yet lil·kids.

    Silwa.  Good·bye, Jordi.  Embraces theKnight.

    theKnight kisses Silwa, turns, salutes little Gaze, retreats into docking tube.

  

     

    Gaze is the same lil·kid whose response to a shrapnel wound was to counter·attack
      with what·ever happened to be in th'un·wounded hand, orange·juice to th'eyes
      with ideal tactical effect, and then to dash off to assist th'other wounded – chiefly theKnight, also Silwa –
      2½ yrs ago when she was little more than a toddler.

  
    Hence the salute.

  

     

  
    Jade to her kids.  Mama must go now.

    Gaze.  No.  Mama doesn't go.  Without us you're not Mama.  So you must come back.

    Jade kneels.  Ya.  If I can·not come back, I will try to bring you to me, when it is safe.

    Gaze.  No.  It will never be safe.  Take us with you now.

    Jade.  I can·not, because I do not even know where we might go.  After I arrive,
      I will make it as safe as can.  Then I will come back if can, or else you will come to me.

    Gaze.  And I will protect Scythe, no·matter what.  And Jack and Jill and Silwa too.

    Jade.  Ya.  Embraces lil·girl Gaze and toddler·boy Scythe.

    Silwa asks her shield.  How long?  An impossible question, and they both know it.

    Jade stands, embraces Silwa.  I don't know.  Vanishes into docking tube.

     

    Gaze.  I'm taking Scythe to the play·pens.  But toddlers need to be always with an adult.

    Silwa.  We'll all go.
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    Gaze turns 2 waaves of age, now a mid·kid.  Her mama Jade went away on a mission a caal ago. 
      Mama's are not supposed·to do that.  It's because of the war.  Gaze's gramma dreamer Joy
      couldn't be here either, because she twinned away with Troy, then died in the war over a spawn ago.

  

  
    With neither mama nor gramma to watch over them, Gaze takes Scythe to play mostly with the mid·boys
      to acquire th'arts of conflict.  Fearing irrationally, yet logically,
      that some·thing out·there intends to take her
      too away from Scythe, she wears a knife openly and another concealed, keeps her nails
      hard·sharp like Jade's, to kill, maim or at·least fend·off any
      who dare try.  The big·kids change her name from Gaze to Soteria, the Greek goddess of rescue
      – short·form Teri.

    Not truly a mid·kid, Teri is a nearly·6·yr·old adult.  That's war.
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    Shortly after departure from Hab Phœnix, Scrappie changed Tom's name to Blues
      because 1) he's so unpredictable, always saying or doing some·thing out of the blue,
      and 2) because his daughter's name is Faith and true·blue means faithful. 
      She also changed Dick's name to Dreams because he's both a dreamer and a dream·boat.

  

  
    Blues, Dreams and Chance – what a crew.

  

     

    Now 3.552 AU above Sol and still climbing inertially at about Mach·30, already past 99% of asteroid·collision risk,
      sainte Athena bears Dreams's daughter Hope.  Her 3rd birth, easiest one yet –
      still nice to have Scrappie there for moral support, a highly competent mid·kid, age 7.  Coo assists.

  
    And the name kinda matches her papa's, they go together like . . . hopes and dreams.
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    Scythe turns 1 waave of age, now a lil·kid, so th'adults can stop watching over him. 
      His sister Teri remains far more protective than could any adult.
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    shal – noun, verb:  personally defined individual responsibility

    shallen – adjective

     

    shant – noun, verb:  abrogation of shal

    shanten – adjective

     

    shal·shant – noun:  cælestial anti·code of individual responsibility

  

  

     

    Maybe the war is over, maybe it's not.  So their papa theKnight has gone away to keep the reflash watch, to keep an eye
      on the smouldering embers, to prevent resumption of hostilities, to keep them all alive long enough for Lavender's Jack
      and Silwa's Jill – ¼·laap as of todaay, like Scythe – to inherit their·own share of the shal
      that comes with all life in the sky.
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    Upon rising from the hiber·pod, Jimmy manœuvres sled into low Lunar polar orbit – a task of daays, not aours. 
      Honey puts·away the hiber·pod to regain a·bit of living space.  They devote their long wait time to planning
      the next phase in more detail, plus the usual eating, sleeping, light recreation.

     

  
    Jim.  Since you were thoughtful enough to bring a ski, I won't must detach a sled·thruster.

    Hon.  Ah, so that's how you planned to get down.  The 2 of you rode a thruster when you first met,
      didn't you?  On th'Alien's final approach to Hab Nineveh.

    Jim nods, jests.  Old habits die hard.

     

    Hon.  How did that work out?

    Jim.  Fine.  Close tolerances though, could have gone wrong in so many different ways.

    Hon.  What would you have done?

    Jim.  Depends on the particular emergency.  She had it all mapped out though.

    Hon puzzles.  But she only just got there.

     

    Jim.  Right?  For example, closing in on Nineveh, she told me, Get ready to jump.

    Hon.  Jump where?

    Jim.  That's what I said.  She told me, If final thrust misfires, or terminates early,
      we must abandon thruster, kick off in such a way as to improve our approach vector by 1 final increment.

    Hon.  Are you serious?  Was she serious?

    Jim.  That or insane, as far as I could tell at the time.

    Hon.  Wouldn't you still go crashing into Sol·shield?

    Jim.  She said she would also kick me away as we got closer, to vector me thru a gap.

     

    Hon.  What about her?

    Jim.  She was ok with hitting shield, hoping to at·least wedge into a crevice,
      so she wouldn't bounce back out into void.

    Hon.  What if there was no gap?

    Jim.  Exactly, there wasn't.  I knew there wasn't,
      because I always kept constant look·out and closed up
      any that appeared.  She said, No worry, I will kick you straight
      back along our path, steal some of your ΔV,
      the better to drill you a passage in the moment before you arrive.  The envelopes will cushion your fall.

     

    Hon.  What about her?

    Jim.  She said she'd be cushioning my fall too.

    Hon.  She expected to survive that?

    Jim.  Ya.  Never found·out whether it would work, fortunately.

     

    Hon.  So then, what could Luna possibly have done to kill her?

    Jim.  That's somthing I'll be fortunate if I do find·out.

    Hon reassures.  You will.  Embraces.  You will.
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    From the new orbit, Honey discovers th'Alien's final trajectory traced·out in machine·cannon impacts
      evident in hi·res scans of the ruins at North Pole, hypothesizes final flight vector, pinpoints corresponding
      optical·survey anomaly – so many to choose from – as her likely crash site, assuming she wasn't blown to bits.

  

  
    On 2nd pass, Jimmy drops to surface on Honey's ski, hoping to return at the sled's
      3rd pass overhead – a round·trip to surface
      and quickly back, some·times called a bounce.

  

     

    The crashed sleigh was far sturdier than any sled, yet far flimsier than any craft ever launched from Terra. 
      Its shell contained low·pressure air, and the frame transmitted typically·modest accelerations
      to its passengers and cargo, while the so·called under·carriage protected against solar radiation. 
      There was no weight, no wave action, no atmospheric buffeting – no need to be sturdy. 
      Sleighs had never been crash·tested, because they rarely crash, if ever.  Except in time of war. 

     

    Once down, with no time for caution or finesse, he clears the rubble in haste at no small risk to himself,
      scree shifting underfoot.  He pries the crumpled wreck apart in further haste,
      revealing a massive 3D jig·saw puzzle of frozen bloody carnage.

  
    After a minnit's despair·confusion, he notices an intermittent weak glimmer coming from a small gap
      leading deeper into crater wall.  He widens the gap, finds more wreckage, pries it open as·well,
      screams within his helmet in despair·relief.  He squirms his way into the separated control·cab
      – stupid Terran mass·production·oriented modular·design – pulls her smashed frozen remains out of there
      and into a body·bag.

    He traces the flickering light·souce, that drew him into her accidental tomb, to a still·active
      control·wedge, pops it out of its slot.  Typically such a wedge contains high·level specs of the sortie's
      intended purpose, and a certain amount of flight recording.  It also contains the primary brain;  any craft,
      that requires one, is near·useless without – sleighs mostly.  Maybe the brain will know how she died.

  

     

    Return to sled requires careful timing.  Strapped onto ski again, with th'Alien's corpse strapped down
      like so much baggage across from him – same spot where Honey earlier secured all her extra fuel – Jimmy awaits the precise
      split·second for departure, exhausted.  During the mercifully brief wait, it finally occurs to him: 
      Hey, I finally made it to Luna!

  
    Upon th'appointed instant, he rises from the ruin of Luna Control Base to intercept his orbiting sled,
      where Honey waits in vac, ready to render assistance during approach.
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    Jim.  That's it – inside and moored, at 4 points.

    Hon.  Closing cargo·doors . . .  How do you feel?

    Jim.  Numb, tired.  Removes body·bag from ski.

  

  

  
    Hon.  There, sealed.  Atmosphere coming up.

    Jim.  Already?  Thruster's still hot.  Removes corpse from body·bag.

    Hon.  Ya, and Mama is still frozen.  Balances out.  Enters from cab in vac·suit. 
      Get out of that suit and kiss me.

    Jim.  As soon as there's air enough.

    Hon.  Opened all tanks for faster fill – do it now.

     

    Jim.  Aye·aye. 
      Holds out wedge.  Take this?

    Hon accepts it.  What is it?

    Jim straps corpse onto stretcher.  Control·wedge from the wreck, might tell us some·thing.

    Hon examines wedge.  How is she?  Doffs helmet.

    Jim doffs helmet.  Dead.  Mutilated.

    Hon already expected the worst.  Did they . . . 
      Holds wedge in her teeth, doffs vac·suit.

    Jim doffs vac·suit.  No obvious torture.  Bad crash.

    Hon further examines wedge.  They just left her there?

    Jim.  No choice, she killed them all.  Kisses Honey, rolls up one sleeve.

     

    Hon.  All?  I'm sorry, you must be exhausted, and here I am interrogating you.

    Jim.  Ya·good, keeps me awake.  Pulls out a blade.

    Hon judges.  Looks normal enough.  Slots wedge.

    Jim opens a fore·arm vein.  She must be starved. 
      Holds his little wound against frozen Li's mangled lips.

     

    wedge interjects.  We gotta get outa here – now.

    Jim.  There's no·where to go.  Who're you?

    wedge.  LaGrange above FarSide.  I'm a friend, connect me, I'll drive.

    Hon shrugs, connects.  You're on.

    wedge.  Hang on.  Every·thing loose flies forward.  Ski shifts a·bit, but holds.

    Jim.  That likely trashed the solar·cells and th'ion·drive.

    wedge.  Excess mass, already jettisoned both.

    Hon.  You're dropping us toward surface.

    wedge.  Velocity is 70° wrong,
      gotta kill it, let fall behind that range so they don't see what's next.

    Jim.  What's next?

    wedge.  Sustained high·gee squirt and then coast, so no·one sees the thrust. 
      Let them think I'm a serial crasher.

    Hon.  And then?

    wedge.  Like I said, laGrange over FarSide.  Takes a while.  Get some rest. 
      Rotating 70° now.

    Jim to Hon.  Can you strap me in?  Don't wanna let go of her.

    Hon.  Sure.  Straps him in place at aft end of stretcher, next to Li's head.

    Jim.  Yourself, quick.

    Hon straps in.  Ready.

    wedge.  Three . . .  Two . . . 
      One . . .  Every·thing loose flies aft.  Ski resettles.

     

    Hon.  Are you ok?

    Jim nods.  Thought she was gonna jump into my lap.  If only.

    Hon.  She needs to warm up.

    Jim.  Not too fast.  She's probably designed for an occasional freeze and thaw.

    wedge.  That aint all.  She's some·thing, never seen any·one like her.

    Hon.  There isn't any·one like her.  Because Coo is still so tiny.

    wedge.  She shows up bound·gagged·blindfolded
      with 3 uniformed gorillas guarding her.  Within an aour they're all dead,
      and we're having a quiet chat about how to demolish Luna Control.

    Jim to Hon.  I saw what was left of 'em, assumed she must be mixed in with 'em, thought I'd must bring the whole
      frozen mess up, sort thru bloody spare parts to find the ones that were hers, frankenstein her back together.

    Hon soothes.  But you didn't, no·such must.

    Jim notts.  Can't explain it, but I could feel her.  Knew she was near, just not quite that near.

    wedge.  Three . . . 
      Two . . .  One . . .  Thrusters off, they coast.

     

    Jim.  Then saw edge of cab, broken off, buried deeper, stomped nearly flat.

    Hon.  I'll clean her up.

    Jim.  Some of her bones bent under the weight. 
      When I got her out, they straightened again, may have fissured the frozen flesh around them.

    Hon cuts clothing into quarters, pulls them carefully apart.  Oh no.

    Jim, dejected.  She was already destroyed . . .  I just made it worse.

    Hon pulls clothing quarters off over frozen limbs. 
      You were in a hurry, no choice, not safe down·there.

    Jim.  Another one, see?

    Hon.  I can't bind those, not until they thaw.

    Jim.  Can do th'others
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