
Dreams In Ruin

Realm Wars



    
        
          Dreams In Ruin

        

        
        
          Realm Wars

        

        
        
          Josh Coker

        

        
          Published by Story Ninjas, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DREAMS IN RUIN

    

    
      First edition. July 13, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Josh Coker.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223038467

    

    
    
      Written by Josh Coker.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dreams In Ruin (Realm Wars)

Chapter 1: Star Soup

Chapter  2: Pondering The Human Paradox

Chapter  3: This Is Not A Drill

Chapter 4: Server Farms

Chapter 5: Does That Fall Under The Job Description?

Chapter  6: Open Sesame

Chapter 7: The Thing

Chapter 8: A Long-expected Visit

Chapter 9: Cyber Slackers

Chapter 10: A Wizard’s Job Is Never Done

Chapter 11: Someone Strange

Chapter 12: What’s In The box?

Chapter 13: If The Lies Don’t Bite You...

Chapter 14:  Torture Chamber

Chapter 15: Babysitting

Chapter 16: Trifecta File Day

Chapter 17: Hoverball

Chapter 18: Beyond The Perimeter

Chapter 19: The Crimson Forest

Chapter 20: Alone In The Dark

Chapter 21: Oh Drat

Chapter 22: Dreams In Ruin

Chapter 23: Mission Improbable

Chapter 24: Worst Headache In The World

Chapter 25: Now What?

Chapter 26: Pantra Pickings

Chapter 27: What’s A Trankalaster?

Chapter 28: The Electric Slide

Chapter 29: What The Flock

Chapter 30: The Fenax

Chapter 31: No Big Deal, Right?

Chapter 32: No More Adventures

Other Books By Josh Coker

From The Author

About The Author

Thank You From Story Ninjas

Other Books by Story Ninjas

About Story Ninjas

Josh Coker

Published by Story-Ninjas, 2021
This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental. 

DREAMS IN RUIN.

First edition. July 13, 2021.

Copyright © 2021 Josh Coker.

Written by Josh Coker.

[image: image]

Don’t miss out on these exclusive perks:


●  Instant access to FREE short stories from the Balance Of Power prequal series, like The Hidden Power, The Secret Power, The Lost Power and more.

●  Receive email updates on new releases and other Realm Wars news. 

●  Get notified when we run special deals on books and audiobooks. 

●  Early access to exclusive world building and character content.



Just right click here and open the link in a new window to sign up.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1: Star Soup


[image: image]


The raiders attacked the child first. 

Lightning flashed against the crimson treetops, illuminating the forest and revealing a group of fly-faced aliens; the Bush People. 

A chill trickled through Dash’s veins. Although she’d never seen a buzzer up close, she had attended enough security briefings to know that she did not want to. 

The four-armed flesh eaters emerged from the bioluminescent foliage, equipped with primitive armor and techno-sticks. They converged on Astrea’s position. Raindrops fizzled against the taser-tipped weapons.

Without thinking, Dash stepped in front of the girl. How in the realms would they get out of this mess? If Dash didn’t come up with something quick, the raiders would turn her and the kid into star soup. 

A heads-up display would have come in handy right about now. But that mucking explosion back at the lake ruins totally smoked her virtual vizard. Now she only wore the mask to keep the rain out of her eyes. 

And where exactly was the admin-drone? She sent that bucket of bolts back for help hours ago. 

Apparently, Dash and Astrea were all on their own. 

She’d have to improvise. 

Dash raised her hands. “We don’t want any trouble.” 

The lead alien pointed at Astrea and buzzed orders in an indecipherable language. The other three attackers raised their techno-sticks and gave acknowledgement. Their voices grated against her ears like a garbled microphone. Were they wearing facemasks? Dash couldn’t tell.

Astrea inched backward. “Miss Dash, I’m scared.”

“See star cake, this is why we can’t go following dragons into the woods.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The buzzers pressed forward.

Dash picked up a fallen branch and pointed it at the closest assailant. “Back off bug breath.” The bushman continued toward her. She swung the makeshift weapon wildly. Snap. The front section of the stick went limp, then fell into the mud. The alien cocked its head, looked to the forest floor and back at Dash, then thrust his techno-stick at her. 

She bobbed her head out of the way. 

The electrified fork came micrometers from her mask.

Dash threw the remaining piece of wood at him. 

It missed, completely.

Of course. 

She grabbed Astrea’s hand. “Get your aft in gear kid!” she shouted, then pulled the child into the bushes. 

As they weaved through the maze of glowing underbrush, Dash couldn’t help but think how entirely astro this whole situation was. She was an automaton manager for star’s sake. By all rights she should be sitting at her workstation, sipping coffee, and reviewing code. Not getting chased by rag-wrapped aborigines in a dark forest during the middle of a thunderstorm. 

Clack. Boom.

A bolt of lightning struck a nearby tree. Dash’s foot snagged a root. Or, maybe it was a rock? She couldn’t be sure. Either way, she found herself falling face-first into a thicket of thorns. As Dash braced for impact, she wondered how her boring life had come to this. Just yesterday she had been working on the server farms in the basement of the Hestia facility without a care in the world. 

It was all those miners' fault. She should have left that portal alone. Then she would have never gotten into this mess.

Dash scrambled to her feet and looked for Astrea. 

Two of the buzzers held the girl by the arms, while a third pointed a techno-stick at the child. The fourth approached Dash, weapon raised. 

At that moment only one thing was for certain. 

She would never agree to babysit again.
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Chapter  2: Pondering The Human Paradox
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48 HOURS EARLIER

Humans are illogical creatures. 

Their entire youth is spent in school learning how to be good workers. By the time they reach adulthood, most have cultivated sufficient skills to enter the workforce. Once they’re hired, they spend most of their waking hours at the job. Yet, the majority of their efforts are spent avoiding the work they came to do. Coffee breaks, smoke breaks, lunch breaks, afternoon walks, and bathroom breaks were just a few daily excuses that biosapiens used to evade the office. 

This list did not include file day parties, company picnics, and office morale events, which seemed to occur at monthly rates. Considering how inefficient organics were when they actually did their tasks, it was remarkable that they accomplished anything at all. 

The fact that they managed to become the dominant organism in the galaxy completely defied logic.

MT-3R sped down the hall contemplating this paradox.

Emulations and colonists from various organizations filled the walkways. Some chatted, while others reviewed holo-pads. 

The hover-ton weaved past each obstacle like a hoverbike in traffic. 

Only one item remained on the daily checklist and the automaton was determined to accomplish it. Only a few hours remained to receive a ninety-seven percent compliance rating for the week. MT-3R turned the corner and a blinking light flashed on its internal communications display, indicating an incoming holo-message. 

The machine paused and hovered in the air, processing the information. 

The subject line read: 

LEVEL 1 PRIORITY

The machine opened the message and its motivator thrust into overdrive.

According to the report, Dig Site Four just went under full lockdown. As a level one priority, company protocol required the nearest admin-drone to assist the on-duty officer. 

The nav-display confirmed that MT-3R was closest to the executive suite. 

This was problematic. 

The machine would have to postpone its current task in order to facilitate emergency actions. 

MT-3R helicoptered back and forth, weighing out the options. 

The call could take hours to complete, ruining any chance it had at achieving a ninety-seven percent compliance score. However, if the admin-drone passed the task to another automaton, the machine’s impeccable compliance record would be tarnished. 

After a micro-moment of calculation, the hover-ton concluded that accepting the priority call held the highest probability of resulting in the most ideal outcome. Perhaps the executive would not require any assistance at all, in which case MT-3R would be awarded participation points just for fielding the call. In any event, the admin-drone still had half the day to complete the other task. 

“Affirmation: There is always time for one more task.” 

MT-3R spun around 180 degrees and raced back down the hallway. 

On the way to the executive suite, the admin-drone listed likely causes for the lockdown. 

According to incident logs, despite occasional spiderbat infestations, nothing of significance had been reported near or around the dig sites since their inception. Nevertheless, unauthorized access could trigger an alarm. So would a major equipment malfunction. Fire drills could also activate a lockdown. 

Yes. 

Statistics favored this hypothesis by seventeen percent. 

The company often ran tests to gauge how personnel responded in emergency situations. Months had passed since the last drill, therefore it seemed reasonable that leadership had executed another one. 

MT-3R agreed with the concept of test runs. They provided opportunities to improve overall efficiency, which in turn bolstered unit productivity. Better metrics resulted in more funding. More funding resulted in new upgrades for administrative assets such as MT-3R. The machine could use a new motivator.

As the automaton approached the doorway, its audio receptors identified two voices arguing.

“We can’t reactivate the portal,” one voice said.

“That does sound like a problem,” the other replied.  

MT-3R slipped through the entryway and hovered toward the executive’s desk.

“Those enviro-suits only hold so much oxygen. If we don’t fix the slide screen soon, they could die.”

MT-3R replayed the last words back through its processor and coolant trickled through  components.  

Fix the slide screen?

Die?

This was not a drill.
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Chapter  3: This Is Not A Drill
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The possibility of a fire drill diminished to less than two percent. Apparently, this wasn’t a test after all. It was a real emergency. 

If the machine executed its duties according to protocol, MT-3R might receive more than an upgrade. On the other hand, if the admin-drone failed to perform adequately, it might find itself with a one-way ticket to the scrap pile. 

Barcodes and bitmaps, the machine cursed inwardly. 

The hover-ton turned the corner and its optical receptor identified the man sitting at the console as Cube employee 4382, Nat Buzznard. Executor Buzznard acted as the company lead officer at the Hestia facility. On the holo-com, in front of the executor, a three-dimensional image displayed a jowled man stroking thick mutton chops. Colonist 338, John Griff, the colony’s Security Chief. 

MT-3R’s identification chip compared each man’s phenotype with an animal species, allowing the machine to easily differentiate between the two homo-sapiens. The Executor’s frail features resembled that of a vulture, while the Chief’s stocky frame matched a bulldog.

“How can we be of service to you, Griff?” 

“I need a technician ASAP. Everything’s on lockdown over here.”

“I wish I could help, Griff.” Buzznard slurped his drink through a straw. “But that’s outside the scope of our contract. If you’d like to review the documentation—”

The Chief cut him off. “Contract? People’s lives are at stake here.” 

The Executor raised a hand. “I’m sure we can work something out.” He took another swig of his drink. “I just wanted to be clear that this service does not fall under our pre-existing agreement.”

The Chief’s jaw visibly clenched. 

MT-3R’s processor couldn’t always interpret human emotions, but according to behavior patterns, there was an eighty percent chance that the Security Chief was not calm. 

The jowled man stood in silence shaking his head, then sighed. “How much?”

The executor leaned in. “Well, given the unconventional circumstances, and the timeliness of this task, it will cost...” 

He pressed a few buttons on his holo-pad, “...double the normal amount.” 

The Chief’s eyes went wide. “You contractors are worse than the blasted refugees. You might as well just feed our men to a pantra.” 

The gangly man pointed his cup at the holo-com. “Don’t focus on the cost, think about how much you’ll save when you don’t have to replace any miners.” 

The chief inverted his eyebrows. “Your compassion is overwhelming.”

The Executor smirked. “I’m sending our best technician.”

The holoimage blipped out of existence and Buzznard picked up a holo-pad and scrolled through a list of names.

“Query: Executor, can this unit be of any assistance?”

He turned around, eyes wide, as if he were surprised to see MT-3R. “Yes, hover-ton. I need a tech with level-ten rating and a slide-screen security qual.” 

MT-3R scanned personnel records for all technicians fitting the requested parameters and found a match within 1.1 nano-seconds. “According to company files, employee 1-X is qualified.”

Buzznard frowned. “Is there anyone else?”

MT-3R reviewed the list again. No other matches came up.

“Negative.”

“What about a level or two lower?”

The machine revised the criteria and searched a third time. “The next highest rating is Collins with a level-seven. However it appears he was sent to Threshport to work on the shuttle mart servers.”

The man sighed, then dialed a number into the holo-com. 

The machine rang.

And rang. 

And rang some more. 

The Executor paced the room.

Eventually, the call went to holo-mail. “We’re sorry but the subscriber you’re trying to reach has not set up their holo-mail. Please call back later.” 

Buzznard squeezed his cup so tight, the lid popped right off. 

“Sun spit,” he cursed. “Where in the realms is that girl?”

MT-3R didn’t quite know how to respond. Organics had an obtuse way of reacting to chemical changes in their body. No exact protocol existed for dealing with emotions. 

He stopped pacing and raised a finger. “I need you to locate Dash immediately.”

Dash? 

MT-3R never understood why biosapiens referred to themselves by names other than their company designator.

According to birth records on file, the name Dash was rare among humans. Particularly females. According to MT-3R’s internal dictionary, the etymology of the word denoted a person of swiftness. It was also a symbol used to indicate a missing element.

The machine searched Cube personnel files. 

Within 1.3 seconds the admin-drone located a full dossier on the employee named Dash. 

No last name existsted. Yet, according to the file, she was a relative of Professor Soren Stallard, the lead researcher on Hestia.

How obtuse.

An image of a young woman displayed. Due to privacy laws, her exact age was unlisted. However, MT-3R’s processor estimated the woman was in her mid to late twenties. The remaining information was quite basic. 

NAME: Dash 

COMPANY DESIGNATOR: Employee 1-X

OCCUPATION: Automaton Management

ASSIGNMENT: Basement Server farms

“Clarification: You mean, employee 1-X, sir?”

He waved a hand. “Yes, 1-X. Dash, that’s her.”

MT-3R scanned through the rest of the document. 

The file provided little information. 

The admin-drone found this anomalous, as most employees had full background checks and additional details attached to their folders. 

Under the employment history section, it merely read, Prior Military. 1-X also held the highest performance record in the quadrant, and apparently won last year’s ladder races. 

A cursor flashed on the machine’s internal display. 

Under annual training, the box read incomplete. 

Despite MT-3R’s multiple holo-mail reminders, 1-X was the only employee who had not completed the annual refresher slides. 

This one individual caused the whole division’s timeliness metric to drop an entire percentage point. Such disregard for due dates sizzled the admin-drone’s circuits. Surely the executor would want to know that the employee he intended to send on a priority one call was the same delinquent preventing his organization from achieving a one hundred percent compliance record.

“Statement: Is the executor aware that employee 1-X has not completed her annual training?” 

“Where is she?”

The machine tilted its optical receptor, searching through the personnel tracking logs. “Response: Last known location, server farms.”

The Executor sat back in his chair. “Inform Dash that she needs to get her happy aft down to Dig Site four immediately.”

“Follow-up: And the training slides?” 

The businessman flicked his wrist dismissively. “Feel free to remind her when you get there.”

MT-3R nodded its optical receptor. “Acknowledged.” 

While automatons did not require such gestures for communication, studies showed that humans felt more comfortable around machines that mimicked their body movements. Therefore, the admin-drone incorporated human-like gestures into as many interactions as possible. 

The hover-ton spun around to leave and a jolt of energy surged through its circuits. Perhaps it could still achieve a ninety-seven percent compliance rating after all.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 4: Server Farms
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After descending to the basement, MT-3R navigated to sublevel one, room 1-11, the server farms. The machine passed through the doors and its audio receptors picked up a faint noise toward the back of the room. The hover-ton fluttered through the rows of server racks, following its origin. 

“Query: Employee 1-X, are you in here?” the admin-drone called out, amplifying its speaker output.

No response came. 

MT-3R continued in the direction of the faint noise, weaving through the maze of machinery. As the automaton approached the back of the room, its optics glimpsed a cubical with an L-shaped workstation. 

A mountain of electronic components covered the surface. Coffee cups littered the remaining desk space. Rows of books filled the shelves but they weren’t manuals, they were fiction. The titles varied in genre. Most were sword-and-sorcery fiction. 

MT-3R never understood why organics read such rubbish. It was illogical to read anything that didn’t increase productivity. 

The very few non-fiction books on the shelf were gaming how-to guides and coding manuals. Above the books, a holo-frame displayed a wizard facing off against a dragon. On the other side of the table, a woman sat hunched over with her back to the hover-ton. 

“Statement: Employee 1-X, the Executor sent for you.”

Again, the woman did not respond. 

Was she okay?

MT-3R’s phonic receptors indicated that the faint noise it had followed seemed to emanate from the woman herself. It increased and dissipated with the rise and fall of the woman’s chest. The sound resembled wheezing. 

The machine cocked its metallic neck, processing the information. 

Was the woman snoring? 

The hover-ton fluttered closer. 

The woman startled awake, looking from side to side, her disheveled strawberry blonde hair concealed her face. “What’s that ticking noise?”

“Response: Employee 1-X most likely is referring to this machine’s faulty motivator. It is overdue for maintenance.” 

The server farmer stretched, then scratched the back of her neck. “Sounds like,” she yawned,  “a clock.”

“Reminder: Sleeping on duty is against company policy.”  

Keeping her back to MT-3R, the woman picked up a piece of equipment and scanned it with her utility cuff. “So is scheduling employees for two double shifts in a row. But the company doesn’t seem to care about that, now do they?”

“Question: Employee 1-X, is your holo-com broken?”

“Nope. I switched it off.” She continued to perform diagnostics on the server components. 

“Statement: 1-X, the Executor requires your assistance.”

“Oh yeah?” The woman pressed a few buttons on the workstation keyboard. “Tell Buzz to blow it out his air shaft. I’m busy here.” 

The hover-ton fluttered backward. 1-X’s suggestion did not compute. Protocols prohibited automatons from utilizing profanity with organics. An automaton manager should know this. Nevertheless, the topic of the executor appeared to agitate 1-X. 

According to conversation protocols, the most effective way to get someone to assist you was to build rapport, and the best way to do that was to engage them in small talk. 

The machine knew exactly the subject to bring up.

“Reminder: Did 1-X know that annual training slides are due next week?”

The woman sighed. “I’m a little preoccupied.” She gestured toward the rows of server racks. “Some sort of strange code is wreaking havoc on the ton-net. If we don’t figure out what’s causing it, every automaton in this colony could be affected.” 

“Continuation: Does 1-X realize that only one week remains to accomplish the training? As a team member, every individual’s efforts—or lack thereof—reflect poorly on the organization.”

The woman raised a finger. “So, what you’re saying is, I still have seven more days to finish.” 

As MT-3R considered that path of logic, the woman paused. “Wait, Buzz sent you down here to remind me about training slides?”

“Statement: Negative. Dig Site Four issued a priority one request.”  

1-X waved her hand in dismissal. “Probably just another drill.” 

“Clarification: According to installation security chief, John Griff, miners are trapped in the tunnels, running out of air.”

The woman swiveled her chair to face the machine. 

Emerald eyes stared out through strawberry hair. Freckles covered her cheeks and a cybernetic implant etched the left side of the woman’s face. The tattoo-like technology snaked down her neckline, all the way beneath the collar. In all of MT-3R’s interactions with bio-sapiens, whether birth-born, em, or refugee, the machine had never encountered such a marking. 

“Additionally, 1-X has training slides due next week.” 

The woman raised a hand. 

“Whoa, too fast, slow down.”

The machine titled its metal neckpiece. This did not compute. MT-3R had calibrated its speech processor for optimal levels yesterday afternoon. Perhaps the woman was still groggy from her nap. The machine slowed its speech speed down by ten percent, then repeated itself, making an extra effort to articulate the words clearly. “Clarification: Security. Training. Slides. Are. Due. Next—” 

“Wait, wait, wait,” the woman said, furrowing her eyebrows.

MT-3R paused. 

“First of all, enough with the 1-X business. Call me Dash. Second, what did the chief say? Miners are trapped in the tunnels?”

The machine nodded its optical receptor. “Affirmative. The slide screen will not activate.”

Dash placed her holo-pad on the desk and stared at her utility cuff for a moment, “I wonder...” Her words trailed off. What did she wonder? MT-3R couldn’t stand it when organics did this. How hard was it to finish a sentence? After another moment of rumination, the woman stood up and grabbed her company-issued enviro-suit, then began to don the gear. 

“Query: Is an enviro-suit necessary?” 

The woman smirked. She continued to piece together the outfit. “A knight doesn’t go into battle without their armor. It’s the only way to stay safe.” 

“Confusion: This unit does not see the correlation.”

Dash rolled her eyes, then placed the virtual vizard over her head like a hair band. “The company gave me
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