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“To my beck and call they came, these men and women of war.
The hounds that hunted; the shadows among us; the whores of
hundreds; all of the vile ones and all seeking only one thing: A
war to end all ideals of what war might be - a forever war, this
war, my war.”

 


The King of The Ages

Beginning of the War Age
3041


FIRST ACT: YOUTH OF
WAR

 


My childhood was spent as
follows.


 CHAPTER 1: SELECTION AND TRAINING

 


“It is good that you fight!” the
soldier in his heavy shiny green armor roared at him. “It shows
your eagerness.”

Ka struggled. His fists bled as he pounded the heavily
armored side of the soldier. Every instinct in the boy told him
that going with this man would lead to his death. The glowing red
of the technology implanted into the soldier’s eyes and the lack of
any expression on his face beyond pleasure drew a kind of wild fear
in the boy. The countless blows that the child rained down on the
side of the large man did nothing to stop him though. With nearly
no effort at all Ka was thrown into the back of the floating block
of silvery metal that served as the troop transport for the ‘new
recruits’ and joined the other children from his village that had
been taken from their families. Out on the main street he could see
his mother on her knees with tears streaming from her eyes and a
soundless wail emitting from her lips.

“There is no more glorious sight than
a mother sending her son off to battle,” the one guard sitting on
the left side bench seat proclaimed with great joy.

Out there in the hot sun of his home
world many of the other adults were giving their children the same
send off. All knew that there was nothing any of them could do to
stop the recruiters. The army of the King Of The Ages took what it
wanted, when it wanted and that was that. All that could follow an
event like this was acceptance. Once a child was taken they never
returned.

A last girl child was thrown in the
back and the door was slammed. It was completely dark inside except
for the red glowing eyes of the soldier sitting on the bench. Many
of the children were crying. Ka could only think of what would
happen next. The recruiters were soldiers and that meant the
military. All four of the men that had exited the transport had
worn the light green armor of the infantry. From neck to toe they
were covered in more technology than the farming community Ka had
lived his 8 years of life had in the entire village. The bulky
squared off plating that covered their bodies seemed to move with
the sightliest shift of their overly developed muscles. It was said
they wore no helmets because they wished to tempt death into taking
them. No higher honor existed than to die in the service of The
King Of The Ages. Their devotion was said to be both learned and
made.

After what was probably around 20 minutes the doors opened.
They were in a large space port. Ka hadn’t even felt the transport
take off. If he hadn’t been able to see the ships and the flat area
that they occupied then he wouldn’t have thought they had left the
village at all.

“Out!” came the call from the same man
that had thrown Ka in the back.

They stumbled from the rear of the
vehicle. It was nearing evening. They must have crossed part way
around the planet to arrive here.

Ka took a deep breath that was scented
with the tang of the fuel that some of the ships used and stumbled
to the flat area that the soldier pointed to. He stood with the
others and stared at their four recruiters. For a time the adults
spoke to one another and then the one from inside the transport
strolled to the waiting children.

“You four stand there.”

A few of the children went to where he
gestured.

“You four there.”

Soon all 24 recruits were broken into
groups. The solider looked them over.

“Short one. Move into that
group.”

Ka was pointed to. His eyebrows came together. He wasn’t
short at all compared to some of the others. Walking over to the
group, he stood with a young black boy and two girls and waited
quietly. Inside he was afraid of what might happen next. His father
had told him stories of how the recruiters killed anyone that spoke
out of turn. Ka had seen this only once in the village and it had
been an old woman who dared think that her granddaughter was not
totally enthused about joining the King Of The Ages’ army. She’d
died to a blow to the head. It was not clear if killing her had
been the intention of the soldier because the strike had been
delivered with such casualness that it seemed mundane.

“You are group 1, you are group 2, you
are group 3...”

They waited as they were assigned their number. Ka’s group
was the sixth.

“Groups 3 through 6. On
me.”

12 children followed the man to one of
the ships.

“Get in.”

One child tried to run for it. The
recruiter just stared at him.

There was a squealing sound. From the
top of a long pole came three red streaking shots. Two took out the
kneecaps of the running child. The last went straight through his
skull and ended his single extended cry of pain.

“Group 5 and 6. Go get
that.”

‘That’ was unclear. No one
moved.

“Retrieve the body.”

They jogged over and looked up at the
pole. It was a simple metal length with nothing particularly
special about it. There was nothing to indicate that it was
dangerous in any way. However, the pole had killed the child with
some kind of beam and none of them wanted to test their luck to see
if it would kill them as well if they tried to make a run for
it.

Two of the kids threw up on seeing the mess, but Ka didn’t
think it was that bad. The wounds were clean and he and his father
had shot birds together using projectile based weapons and the mess
was much tidier than what they created.

Ka took a leg and they carried him to
the soldier.

“Take the meat to the freezer at the
back and throw it inside. We can harvest the spare parts
later.”

They went up the ramp into the ship. It had two stubby
wings on either side and was made for speed with a slick shape. The
freezer really was a freezer. Ka had expected something high tech,
but instead there was only a door with ‘freezer’ written on it and
inside was a bunch of kids’ bodies lying on the ice coated metal
floor.

After laying the dead child next to the others they went
back into the main area. It was four bench seats and two straight
walls with a floor and a roof and not much different from the
transport they’d been in earlier. Group 6 sat back-to-back with
group 3. Everyone was staring straight ahead. There was nothing
else for them to do. They’d just seen one of their number die. It
was an uncomfortable feeling even for those that had grown up in
the rural areas like Ka had.

The rear door closed and the soldier came and sat down. A
door at the front of the ship opened and a pilot came out. He
wasn’t all human and half his face had been replaced with robotics
that ground and whirred as he looked the children over.

“The number is
insufficient.”

“We had casualties.”

There was some silence.

“Understood. I will inform command and
ask for direction.”

The pilot left them and then returned
10 minutes later.

“Command is satisfied. We will take
off.”

He left and they waited. There was a weak thump as the
engines positioned in the base of the ship burst to life. For about
30 seconds there was a sharp pain in the side of Ka’s head and then
it was gone. He heard another sound from the sides of the ship and
assumed those engines had activated.

“If you need to vomit then do it into
that.”

Their guard pointed at a big dish on a
platform that looked out of place among the clean lines of the
transport ship.

There was a sudden lurch and the interior of the ship went
black. Ka felt his head spin and managed to get to his feet and
stumble to the dish. Everything he’d eaten in the morning went into
it and was sucked away by some kind of device. He was pushed aside
by the black boy and another girl from group 5. The orange mess
that came from their mouths spoke of poor rations and town
living.

“Weak stomach, huh?” the soldier said
to him when he sat down. “You’ll get over that quickly.”

From the front the pilot
returned.

“In 50 minutes we will arrive at
Salt.”

The soldier nodded and closed his red
eyes. He was immediately asleep.

On seeing him at rest the children stirred. Some started to
cry and others lay back and joined the soldier in his slumber. Ka
mostly sat still and wondered. He knew that there were other
planets out there beyond the one he had been in the process of
growing up on. His father had travelled a little before meeting his
mother. Thanks to that he’d imparted some understanding of how
incredibly wide The Ages was. A 50 minute trip at top speeds in a
ship could take one quite far from home. His father had spoke of
farming the furthest reaches of their system. In 50 minutes they
might well have passed out of it and into another.

He sat and waited. Fear filled him and it subsided. It was
replaced by anger and then by sadness. Loss tingled at the edges of
his mind, but he chose not to look to deeply at that. His mother
and father would be sitting in the small metal home that their
father had put together more than 20 years ago when he moved to the
village to work. They’d be at the table and speaking of the future.
His 8 year old mind wondered if they’d have another child to
replace him. That made his lower lip curl up and the tears start to
flow. He maintained only enough dignity not to whimper. If the
soldier heard that then he might not take well to it.

Time passed and after exactly 50 minutes their trip was
done. The sound of the engines under the floor sparking up and a
nasty pull in a downward direction that made Ka’s head ache again
were the only signs that they had descended into the atmosphere of
their location.

“Stand!” the soldier
called.

Ka looked up. He hadn’t realized that the man was
awake.

They were marched out into an
unforgiving new world. Ships teetered through the clouds and landed
in pre-allocated spots on the large landing area. There were
automations and robots moving about and more soldiers than Ka had
ever seen. The hustle and bustle and slap of heavily booted feet
rang in his ears. Things ground and things whined and among that
the children stood huddled in one big group and waited.

“Follow me.”

Everyone did as they were told. There were more of those
poles here and they didn’t want to find out what might happen if
they disobeyed the man.

A transport shot out of the distance
and came to a smooth halt a few meters from them. They were
directed onto it. Inside was another soldier. He took over where
the other left off. Again they sat in the dark for another 30
minutes. In less than 2 hours Ka had traveled from his village to
another world and to what looked to be a military camp when the
doors opened again.

Five square buildings stood in a wide
open field of stunted brown grass and dying shrubbery. They got out
of the transport at the request of the man inside and the transport
pulled away. No one was there to meet them and there were no white
poles here except a single one positioned at the front of the line
of structures.

“What do we do?” a boy
asked.

No one spoke. No one knew.

There was a sound in the distance.
Something metal was striding across the land. The group turned and
started running when they saw what the sound was coming
from.

Ka was up front as they ran. He’d seen the automations at
the space port. This was very similar to them. It streaked low to
the ground with speed that would ensure none could get away and was
little more than a square box with four legs and rectangular head
armed with a jaw that held dozens of razor sharp teeth.

The horror when it caught the last of
them was very real. The metal beast leaped on the child and tore
open the back of her neck. It twisted its jaw to the side and threw
a hunk flesh to the ground before leaping onto the back of the next
slowest child.

“Ha-ha-ha,” came Ka’s
breath.

His eyes turned to the nearest boy. It
was the black child from before. A small nod told him that they
were thinking the same thing.

Twisting off to the left, Ka sprinted
away from the main group. On the other side the black boy would be
doing the same. The clanking of the metal feet of the beast came
his way. Ka knew he was dead and for a second considered that his
sacrifice would buy the others a little distance and not much
more.

It came at him hard and fast and
knocked him down flat. He rolled over and over on the rough brown
grass and felt a few ribs pop. It was excruciating, but he had
grown up digging the earth with machine and muscle and the pain was
not enough to stop him from trying to escape.

The creature leaped at him again. His
small size just barely allowed him to avoid being pinned as he
threw himself out of the path of the machine. From behind him he
heard the beast twist in the dirt. There would be no time to get to
his feet. All he could do was turn over on his back and face the
thing head-on and try to die with some dignity.

It pounced on him and just barely
missed impaling both of his arms with its claws. The beast opened
its maw wide and clamped down on his face. There was agonizing pain
as skin, muscle, bone and the under structures were torn from him.
He flailed around in darkness as his empty sockets tried to find
the light that had just been lost. Ka was not able to discern
anything in this dark hell. There was only pain and then movement.
His ears were intact enough to hear the beast rush off. It had left
him mauled but not dead.

“Mrshgs...” he groaned from his broken
jaw. Even he did not know what he had tried to say in that
moment.

Something sharp was pressed to his
shoulder and then the pain disappeared. He lay there as hands threw
him mercilessly onto something metal and cold. From there only
darkness and awareness remained. The mercy of unconsciousness had
been stolen from him by whatever had taken away the pain. All he
could do was wait as the cold thing moved slowly in one direction
and another warm body was thrown on beside him.

“Mrsghsii...”

No reply came. No one was there. He
was alone.

 


*****

 


“0100 hours. Child is restful and
grafting is complete.”

Ka felt a stingy sensation and was
finally able to shift about. He tried to reach up to his face, but
robotic hands held his arms down.

“1021 is able to move his body. No
signs of permanent damage to the nervous system.”

Another sting hit his arm.

“Trying to boot up visual systems.
Initiating recording of stimulus.”

There was a flicker then some words in
a language he did not understand and then his vision cleared. He
blinked several times and groaned in pain.

“Blur x2.1.”

The world went from razor sharp to
more normal.

“Is that acceptable, 1021?”

There was a robot above him with
synthetic skin pulled over its static man-like features. It had a
round circle with a knife in the middle printed on its
forehead.

“1021?”

“Sorry?”

“I am asking if this is
acceptable?”

“I think so. It’s blurry.”

“Adjusting to 1.7,” the robot said.
“Better?”

“Yes.”

“Child had better than normal vision.
Make a note in his personnel file of that.”

Ka turned his head in the direction the robot was speaking.
There wasn’t anyone else here. He was in a small square space that
was probably part of a larger structure given the way the walls had
been installed and how they didn’t properly connect with the roof.
Everything was white and there was blood all over the floor
underneath the medical table he was lying on. He realized most of
it was probably his.

“Please look here.”

He turned his head in the direction of the robot and
gasped. It was holding up a holographic recreation of what it was
seeing based on the angle of the main shot. In the center of the
recreation was Ka’s body, but the face was the boy who had died at
the space port’s.

“This is you. Please memorize your
features.”

All he could do was stare.

“Where is my face?”

The robot tilted its head.

“All organic matter has been recycled.
There is no ‘your face’ anymore.”

This was the thing that broke him. He
felt a great sob run through his body and it repeated itself
several times until he realized that no tears were going to
come.

“1021, do you require
tranquillization?”

“I can’t cry.”

“Of course you cannot. You have no
tear ducts to do so.”

“Tear ducts?”

“They allow tears to pass out from
your eyes.” The robot bent down low and centered its vision on Ka’s
left eye. In the recreation the boy could see something like a
mechanical gear spinning in his pupil. “These are non-organic. We
had no organic ones in stock to replace yours with.”

Ka lay still. They had taken from him
his eyes and also his tears. He touched his face. The skin was
smoother than his had been. Most likely the boy had come from one
of the nicer towns near the sea.

“1021. Are you capable of leaving? I
have other patients to attend to.”

“I think so. Where do I
go?”

“The mess tent is next door. Dinner is
meal #4.11. I believe it is meat proteins flavored with some kind
of vegetable matter. The description describes it as
fruity.”

Ka got up from the metal bed and went
to the door. He felt no pain and was unhurt. Outside it was dark.
There were a few kids standing about looking up to the sky. It was
polluted but beautiful. The number of stars and their positions
told Ka he was definitely not anywhere near home.

In the mess tent the black boy was
sitting with the two girls from group 6. Both the girls had lost an
arm and a leg. The black boy had white skin running from the front
of his neck down under the gray shirt he was wearing.

“You survived,” the smaller of the
girls noted. She showed him her arm. “I survived too.”

All three were hollow eyed and in shock. Ka went to get a
plate of what turned out to be steak and wild reddish potatoes with
a mixture of fruits that he didn’t know the name of and came back.
One of the girls showed him how to open the sauce container and he
poured some over his food and ate in silence.

“The pilot said we were going to Salt.
Do any of you know of a planet named that?”

The black boy shook his head. Neither
of the girls knew either. A boy sitting nearby came over and sat
down with his plate of food.

“I’ve heard of that
planet.”

He had orange-brown hair and blue
eyes. There were scars where something had ripped into his left
arm. He rubbed them as he spoke.

“My teacher told us in school of a
system with a planet similar to ours in atmosphere and appearance.
She mentioned that it was called Salt.”

“Did she say what it was used
for?”

The boy gestured to the
door.

“What do you think?”

They sat in silence.

“What happened with the
automation?”

“It stopped moving when everyone got
bit,” the black boy said.

“And then?”

“The medical robot dumped us on one of
the floating metal stretchers it was leading and we were brought
back here.”

More silence.

“Has anyone tried to
leave.”

No one spoke. They looked down at
their food.

Ka took up his utensils and shoveled
some more food in his mouth.

“What are your names?”

They black boy looked to the girls in
confusion.

“I... I’m not sure we can say. What’s
yours?”

“Mine is...”

There was a searing pain in his
skull.

“Ouch.”

He held his head in his hands for a
time then looked up to them.

“My name is... K... ouch.”

Again the pain.

“My name is 2111,” said one of the
girls.

The black boy nodded.

“8130.”

“I’m 5555,” said the remaining
girl.

“They allocated me 3094,” the
orange-brown haired boy said. “I’m in group 5.”

“Ok. My name is 1021.”

No pain. His head felt
fine.

“They removed our names too?” Ka
asked.

“I can think it, but I can’t say it,”
the black boy said.

“I wonder what else they are going to
take from us,” one of the girls asked tiredly as she rubbed her
replacement leg.

No one had an answer to that and so no
one gave one.

“I’m going to get some more meat,” Ka
said. He stood and walked over and heaped up his plate with the
stuff. If this was going to be his last meal then he was going to
enjoy as much of it as he could before things were all over and
done with.

 


*****

 


The girl tried to enter the structure
and doubled over in agony.

“What’s going on?” 8130 asked
her.

They reached down and pulled her to
her feet. She pointed at the door and made gestures that they
should move her away from it as she groaned in pain.

A few paces off and the girl was
better. Ka and the black boy sat her down and stared at the doubles
doors of the white structure.

“I’ll test it,” 8130 said.

He walked over and stepped through.
The black boy came out again and shrugged.

“It’s a bunch of bunks and a couple of
showers.”

“They must have us separated,” Ka
said.

Down the way a bit there was a girl
walking into a building.

“Let’s go over there.”

They helped the girl limp over to the
structure and stepped away and watched her enter. She came back out
and leaned on the door frame with one hand still on her
gut.

“It’s a dormitory.”

All three of them made their way to a spot a few meters
from the girls’ dorm and looked around.

“We have an infirmary, two dormitories
and a mess hall. What’s in the last one?”

Ka followed 8130 and the girl 5555.
The last white structure was on the very far end of the camp. When
they stopped in front of it, the door slid open. Inside was
darkness.

“We shouldn’t go in,” 5555
said.

The black boy nodded.

“I’d bet my life on there being
something terrible inside there.”

“I agree.”

They backed away and the door closed
smoothly.

“I need to get clean,” 8130
said.

“Me too.” Ka turned to the girl.
“We’ll
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