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Autumn 2023

 


The Goo at the Morts

Bob Freeman

 

	Another day on MortEast, directly outside of Mercury’s orbit. Well, not an actual day. The Mort asteroids, spin-stabilized at the four solar quadrants, had day on one side, night on the other. Hours and days were arbitrarily assigned to Earth standards, time being both relative and constant, depending on your perspective and location.

The Mort asteroids were as essential to the heliosphere as vultures and the other diverse gleaners were to Earth. Like the scavengers of old, they are unjustly feared by many but are essential to Earth’s recycling program. Rather than plucking out the eyes of the near-dead, the Morts wait for delivery of boxed freeze-dried sentients before sending them to their final journey on the hills and valleys of the nearby rocky planet. 

The sentients dying on the innumerable colonized asteroids and mining colonies could be dumped into the compost systems and, except for the hard bony parts, become reintegrated into the local environment.  Soft sentient parts digest as well as any other compound in the compost bins. Many of the soon deceased were uncomfortable being mixed in compost bins with food waste and sewage and preferred an ending with a bit more formality and continuity. 

Storage space was at a premium on these tiny orbiting rocks and the sentient’s internal calcium framework could take years to decompose even after traveling through the compost system.    

After the heliospheric wide strike of the workologists against forced paleontology, the Morts became the de rigueur final dispersal method.

The de-watered sentients spent their final days on the hills and valleys of Sol’s closest planet becoming dust to the solar winds and dust to the void. In the vastness of space, the dust was inconsequential to the heliosphere. The planets and asteroids acted as gravity sucks, pulling ex-sentient motes to rocky surfaces or, your eye, gone in a blink.

The morticians, religious leaders, con artists, and fraudsters who managed the boxed sentients are often interchangeable, and frequently intoxicated. Each box of cellular remains, passed to their chosen caretaker, quietly waited their turn for a final trip before being ripped apart by the solar wind. The diverse priests performed complicated rites to ensure successful transfer to whatever entity gave them or their family solace.

As with any hard and fast rule, there is always an exception. The sentients professing little or no beliefs had no ceremonies to help them revert to their elemental bits and pieces. In the end, it was unimportant except to the families, survivors, and, of course, the priests and shamans performing the rites and receiving payment for routines well-delivered. 

It is never good to discuss religion in stories not written by true believers or their antagonists. Nevertheless, death and closure happens. The sentients had a handful of options for their last and final send-off in the Mort’s catapults.

The primates had the most derivations, especially those from the Homo sapiens branch.


	Judea-Christian variations



	Asian varieties



	Greek Gods and godlets



	Philosophers



	Sun Gods



	Pantheism-Nature



	Agnostics and Atheists





 

‘The Red One’ was the spiritual leader for many of the simians. They met on the traditional ThirdDay of the SevenDay cycle with a lot of hooting and flaying about. Many loved the perceived excitement. Enlightenment was not part of the package, only tithes to keep the action going.

Primates not wanting to part of an organized, controlled religion, often throw their lot in with the pantheists or follow various philosophers in a grab-bag system.

Canines still seemed to like their human friends and workmates, with their innate desire to be part of the pack. Every sentient was more or less equal in their eyes once the pack leader was identified. They had no need for words spoken over their former corporeal existence and a good sniff was out of the question, but a bouncy ball would often speak to them.

Octopuses. Who could determine what these brainy aquatic aliens thought? They respect some mathematicians, worship none. It’s not that they didn’t care about their ultimate endpoint, but math contained all the universes they needed.

The algal rocket ships, born from carelessness on the asteroid farms, wandered the heliosphere, harvesting photons. They were phototrophic and brainless until the HiveSisters’ bioGel computer tablets attached themselves to the goo. Now they had movement and motivation. The newly attached tailGels were angry and looking for revenge from slights, real and imagined.

The HiveWars, starting on each end of the heliosphere, filled the space between and left virtually no part untouched or for the algal rocket ships, un-slimed.

The Mort asteroids seemed to have an abundance of green whale-sized visitors this time of year. They appeared to enjoy the sunshine as they basked, passing photons down their molecular paths into the building blocks of new tissue. 

They were self-sufficient, burning their old dead cells and manufactured sugars to produce the CO2 they needed, driven by the ever-present solar photons. Nevertheless, the ships got hot so close to their sun and the back side of the Mort asteroids was a place to hang out, gossip and cool down.

While everyone likes a visitor, the repercussions of the HiveWar affected transport and economies throughout inhabited space. For the hard working Mort staff, there were no lack of potential customers, many due to fallout from the war. Unfortunately, virtually no carrier wanted to risk their lives running a gauntlet of algal rocket ships to deliver boxes of dried sentients. It wasn’t as if the boxes had a short shelf life, they were stable. Dead, but stable.

***

Two priests, human for the most part, dressed in long flowing gowns, walked carefully along the magnetic floor, placing one foot in front of the other. It was considered rude to float in the common areas of ZeroG asteroids, and no one wanted to look up and see the hidden gems buried deep within the voluminous robes.

They shuffled along, not talking, taking in the sights of the barren warehouse.

Without incoming boxes of dead sentients, work dried up, and the once lively hallways were as dusty and lonely as their clients.

With no work, most of the workologists, merchants and minor priests left their dead-end jobs for more lively environments as soon as they could. They would be back once the war was over and the living could once again afford to transport their expired friends and family to their final destination.

In the empty hall, the air pumps and circulators ran nearly silent, powered by the unremitting photons impinging the surface. The only sound was the soft whoosh of air passing, ghost like, around the habitat.

There were enough workologists around to do general maintenance. They were too wrapped in their jobs to leave and barely noticed the changes. The paucity of maintenance crew increased the work load, but overtime pay made it worth it. 

The priestly pair discussed the situation, looking for an answer that always seemed to elude them. One of the pair was dressed more ostentatious than most; Purple velvet robes with gold and silver piping. The other was austere to the point of sackcloth with obligatory brown robes, finely woven with gold highlights. Beneath the imitation rough exterior, silk undergarments handled the otherwise unavoidable irritation.

“Why are we being targeted by the HiveSisters attack algae?” asked purple velvet, “We have nothing they can use and our stock of expired sentients are no threat to anyone.”

“Maybe their presence is incidental to the war? Perhaps the ships only want to rest on the surface, soaking up the photons.”

“Blocking our power source is not incidental. I think it is malicious.”

Sackcloth was more conciliatory as befit his religious outlook. “You mean the evil, unthinking algae? How does that work? They’re not responsible for their actions.”

“It’s their controllers, the bioGels tablets and the crazy heliotail HiveSisters. They are the trouble makers.”

“Oh yes, I’ve heard about them. The sisters are clones of HiveMother, but after E-Years dealing with the wild heliotail they seem to have changed. In fact, I think their products prefer to be called tailGels, and they can be aggressive. We should try to talk to them. Explain the goodness and joy in the universe.”

Purple velvet thought about it for a minute. “What do they have to be angry about? All they do is sit in their incubation racks and wait for cosmic ions and dark matter to strike.”

“That may be the reason, I’ve heard that their maturation and birth is incredibly painful.”

“That’s no reason to be angry, every living thing goes through the same process, one way or another.”

“Yes, but.” Sackcloth paused and admired his fine, polished nails before saying, “Not everyone is a computer who never forgets. They have nothing to think about except their past until they are given new instructions.”

Purple velvet countered, “I’m not convinced that gives them the right to attack the rest of the heliosphere.” 

“Remember your vows, we need to use dialogue to resolve this conundrum.”

“Fine, you can take your sackcloth friendship and convince them to leave. I’ll vote  to destroy them and teach them not to mess with the Morts!”

“That is a bit harsh, we should try to gently chase them away.”

“Ya. Gently. So they’ll never come back.”

“So what are we against?” Asked the brown cloaked one. “I counted 5 hovering around the backside, we have at least that many topside.”

“At least we know where the controllers are. Most of the TailGels are embedded into the nose area of the green ships.”

“Doesn’t help. They don’t seem to want to talk to us or our bioGels”

It was Purples’ time to stop and think. High quality nails embedded with jewels were as good a focal point as any other. Each nail gave him E-Seconds of thought. “The tailGels won’t talk to us, but wouldn’t the heliopause’s grey-robed workologists know about them? After all, they grow HiveMother’s bioGels. Maybe they can help us with the tailGels?” 

“Do they know how to communicate with them? We need to stop those green monsters from blocking the sun.”

“Agreed. But we have no live greys here.”

Purple velvet shivered, “It’s starting to get a little cold. I’ll talk to maintenance and have them activate the battery backup.”

“You should be wearing silk underwear, like I do, and, sorry, we have no battery. Sol is our only source of heat and power. Why would we even need batteries?”

“How do you know what I wear under my robes? 

Sackcloth raised an eyebrow, no words.

Purple ignored the reply and continued his monologue, “Dealing with these shady green monsters is a good reason to install a backup system. Blocked sun means no power, and lots of cold.”

“We can ask for a design change.”

“Great, leave a note for the next crew after they sweep up our cold, dead corpses. We won’t last an E-Hour without the sun. It doesn’t matter, chasing them off or blasting them are both out of the question. We have no weapons.”

The entity in the sackcloth was silent, meditating as he pondered to situation.

“Hey, don’t go to sleep with the fake mediation routine. I’ve seen your act before.”

“Mediation is good for thinking, you should try it someday.”

“Sorry, I prefer to keep my wits about me, not fly off in some dreamscape.”

“Right.  Anyhow. If we’re not going to use peaceful discussions, let’s do it right. We have a catapult and a virtually unlimited supply of freeze-dried sentient urns. We can punch holes in the goo and chase them away.”

Purple robe demurred, “That might be hard, the catapult is on the bottom of the asteroid and half of those green monsters are topside.  I have an idea. How about you go topside and poke them with a stick, that should get them to move into range.”

“Not going to do that. We can lob the urns over the top and let Sols’ photons push them back to ground. If we loosen the lids the gray dust will clog up their pores.”

Purple had more questions. “Do the rocket-algae even breathe? How would that work in the void?”

“How would I know? I’m not a phycologist. I barely made it through secondary school. If I hadn’t found this gig, I would have had to work for a living. I’m sure those monsters must have some pores, somewhere. Everything breathes, doesn’t it?”

“OK, you proved your education level. There must be a sentient here who isn’t as dumb as you are. Aren’t there some scientist-priests on this rock we can ask?”

The brown robe turned to a bioGel terminal and placed his hand on the flat, grey surface. The tablet flashed recognition and configured a Dvorak keyboard. A few keystrokes sent the query.  “We’re in luck. This ‘gel seems to be working.” 

A few moments later Sackcloth reported, “There are lots of scientists in every warehouse.”

“Great, let’s get their opinion.”

“Fine. Can you talk to the dead?”

“No.”

“Well that’s a problem. And here I thought your purple robes signified a higher power.”

“No, the gold and silver are just for decoration, not communication. We had some live scientists a few E-Years ago. They didn’t like such an austere place and left as soon as they had data for their dissertations. They prefer Luna, and it’s sentient swarms.”

“And it’s gambling houses, too, I bet.”

“Oy vey! Maybe we should have gone with them? I haven’t seen a cargo ship in like, forever. We need fresh deads to justify our jobs. If we don’t get paid to perform the rituals, we’ll starve.”

“And I know you like to eat.”

Purple dirty looks only went so far, “ I’m sure the urns are piling up on the asteroids. Our services cover all denominations. Why would the algae target us?”

Sackcloth knew how to react to an agitated flock. “Calm down, we’ll work it out. I have no idea why those green monsters are here. Maybe they are looking for religion. I’ve seen your work. You must have some story you can spin to bring them under your spell.”

“You’re too kind. I’m not sure it would work on the algae or their tailGel bosses. It’s customized for gullible sentients.”

“Remind me again why we stayed here when practically everyone picked up their robes and abandoned ship?”

“It’s hard to say. Neither you or I have any marketable skills. There is only so many positions as cult leaders.” 

It wasn’t an insult as such and they both stopped and thought about their situation. Purple velvet was good at delegation and figured the best solution was to pass the problem along.

“So the only plan is to attack the rockets with urns? Let’s ask the octopus. He can handle the math. And ‘The Red’ priest is an orangutan, right? Don’t they all know each other? We should consult with him too. He can throw things farther than any human.”

Sackcloth had more questions, “Wait a minute, what if the artillery urns piss the green goo off? They might do some real damage.”

“Well, there’s no choice, the Navy is busy elsewhere, and we don’t even have a laser cannon.”

Sackcloth continued, “I know, I asked for a cannon in our last budget, I even wore my saddest burlap robe to play on their sympathy. They didn’t fall for it, the Mort Administrator never agreed to the plan.”

“Yah, they said we were too close to the sun and the Solar Sail ships didn’t need our help to get up to speed.”

“And they’re cheap.”

“Yah, that too.”

As they continued their constitutional they approached the last warehouse. Purple velvet tapped the bioGel lock and stepped into the cavernous room. Less than a quarter of the space was filled with urns, a tiny bioGel strip on each one yielding all the information needed for proper handling.

“Let me check and see how hard it will be to loosen the lids before launch. Who knows what toxic junk is contained in these sentient remains? It should scare off the green goo.”

Sackcloth said, “You know, this is so insulting to the dearly departed and using them as artillery shells is probably illegal.”

“We’re at war, there are no insults! Illegality is relative and none of these boxes have family nearby to complain.”

“You have a point, and I guess we don’t have a choice. We can used the unaffiliated dead first, they have no gods to stand up for them. And no one who cares.”

Purple velvet smiled, “Now you’re taking my argument. Isn’t that cruel? The families expect rituals and a quiet end on Mercury.”

Sackcloth said, “What is your religion? We should save that one for last.”

“It sort of varies, depending upon needs, don’t worry about my group, I’m adaptable to the clients’ requirements.”

“You mean the richest ones?”

“Of course. I have lots of different robes, for any occasion, except your sackcloth get-up. You have that all to yourself.”

“Okay then. No rituals for the unattached. It will teach them what it means to be agnostic or worse.”

Purple ordered, “Load up the catapults, ask the Octopus if he’d be so kind as calculate  the trajectories and ‘The Red One’ can crank the springs. We’ll be clear of these pests in no time.”

“If it works, we can join the Navy in its fight and be done with this scrouge of green cells.”

“Good idea. Maybe we can sell them our boxes of dried sentients as weapons. I smell profit.”

“Of course, and if it doesn’t work it might be end of us.”

The team collects boxes and brings them to the catapult.

The simplest containers were nothing more than plain brown boxes, the fancy ones were embossed with vignettes of the recently deceased life and loves. The only rule was that the box had to handle the force of the catapult launch and land on the surface of Mercury without breaking open.

“Peel off the bioChit. We can hold a memorial to their unflinching contribution to the war effort.”

“Good idea. I’m sure their friends and family would be willing to help pay for the special services, less our fees, of course.”

The catapult could fire off ten boxes at a pop, stacked in the launch bucket, two high.

Purple velvet oversaw the operation. “Wait, not that one, he was a friend of mine.”

“You mean I have to go back and get a different one? These aren’t easy to handle, you know.”

“Ok fine, I didn’t like him that much anyway. Toss him into the pile.”

Octopus completed the calculations. He had to determine the angle and acceleration so the boxes would gently wrap around the asteroid using it’s weak gravity to guide them over the top and not drift off into the void or be sucked into the sun. Solar winds could throw off the flight path although gravity waves were probably not an issue. Octopus bubbled a happy tune, complex calculations brought joy to his hearts. 

Sackcloth, peeking out from the periscope mounted on the surface announced, “The boxes are standing off and following the asteroid around Sol.”

Purple velvet said, “I still don’t see how this will work. The urns will barely get the rocket’s attention even if they bump into one of the whales.”

Octopus tapped out: 

.-- .- .. - / ..-. --- .-. / .. –

Wait for it

 

He writes angle, acceleration and power requirements on the tanks glass wall and dials in the specs to the catapult. The orangutang tightens the springs and on command, releases the trigger. Five boxes follow the previous set and slowly round the asteroid.

“I’m sorry, I still don’t see how sending even more boxes to the same space will do any damage to the algae.

Octopus repeats: 

.-- .- .. - 

Wait

 

The latest set approach the first packages, crashing and exploding into a sea of freeze-dried sentients. The cloud hovers and slowly approaches the surface, pushed by the solar wind.

“Will you look at that,” says purple. “Did that green whale just sneeze?”

The dust settled on the algae, blocking the photons and clearly causing discomfort.

“They’re moving off, I think we may have done it.”

Sackcloth says, “Congratulations, it looks like we pulled it off. But what if they come back?”

“We have an unlimited supply of dirt boxes, just let them try.”

“Ok. Let’s irritate the bottom algae visitors next. They’ll think twice before bothering the Morts again.”

“If they even think.”
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SURVIVORS

 

Car Dog and Teddy Edward still live after all these years

Though their current home is a shelf in a cupboard

A roomy shelf in a large walk-in cupboard

They know it could be worse


The Duchess of Suffolk

Victoria Male

 

As Catherine trailed behind her husband, she pondered how one did not get lost in the endless, seemingly identical corridors of the palace. Yet Charles navigated them with the same dexterity as he did at his considerably smaller country home, Westhorpe Hall. Catherine’s home. The home she’d left for the first time to accompany her new husband, the Duke of Suffolk, to court. The home she ached for more with each passing moment. 

“You're nervous.”

Charles’ observation jolted Catherine from her thoughts. “Suppose I forget to curtsy? Or I speak out of turn? Mama says prudent ladies hold their tongues.”

Her mind instantly conjured her mother’s stern eyes and disapproving, downturned mouth. Despite Maria’s efforts to prepare her daughter for the intricacies of the Tudor court, Catherine felt entirely out of her depth. She yearned for her mother, even though Maria would have likely scolded Catherine for harboring such a childish desire. 

“That may be true, but Henry does not care for prudent ladies. He much prefers extraordinary women.”

Before Catherine could unpack the meaning of his words, they had reached the hall. Its grandeur awed Catherine. She had to crane her neck to see the vaulted ceiling and her eyes nearly crossed at the finery of the elaborate tapestries that lined the hall’s lower perimeter. 

No one had exaggerated the glamor of the palace, that was certain. 

Courtiers thrummed in every corner of the expansive space, and Charles took his place along them without hesitation. While he conversed easily with the guests, Catherine stood silently beside him, still lost in wonder, imagining the magnificence of the hall’s stained glass windows in the daylight. 

Inevitably, her gaze found the pair of thrones at the head of the room. The King was impossible to miss, not because of his elevated seat, but the shock of ginger hair and full beard identified him instantly. Perspiration began to dot Catherine’s hairline. That man had the power to kill her and everyone in this room. Henry VIII was divinity on earth, and more incredibly, Charles was his closest friend. 

Of course she was nervous. She’d be a fool not to be. Catherine averted her eyes from the King in the way one does after staring at the sun for too long. She had already glimpsed the Queen earlier at the christening, yet still, Catherine was entranced by the petite woman and the paradoxical power she wielded over Henry. The rumors about her had also been true. Anne was no great beauty, but she possessed an indelible, undeniable magnetism. 

Her mother had told Catherine that Anne was a witch, that she had destroyed the sanctity of England and their monarch, but Catherine couldn't help but feel empathy for the new Queen when stood at the baptismal font that afternoon alone. If she was indeed a witch, wouldn’t Anne have been able to ensure the child she bore for the King was a boy? 

“Are you prepared to meet His Majesty?”

Again Catherine had retreated so deeply into her own musings that she hadn't noticed that Charles had moved on to another gaggle of guests, nor that the two attendees she already despised had descended on her. 

Whereas everyone now expected Catherine to behave far beyond her fourteen years, Bess Holland and Margery Horsman had the peculiar ability to reduce Catherine to feeling as if she was no more than six. Their imperious smirks, their whispers just loud enough for one to hear that they were gossiping, and their purposely vague, barbed comments made Catherine’s hackles rise. The pair regarded Charles with an unnerving familiarity, one that Catherine had only recently come to recognize meant that one of them, if not both, had shared his bed. 

She scrambled to collect herself. “I believe so.”

“A word of advice,” Margery began, though Catherine hadn’t asked for any. “It is best to remain invisible rather than risk a misstep.” 

“You are so young after all,” Bess’s condescending tone made her skin crawl. 

Catherine swallowed her retort. She wanted to fire back with “and yet I outrank you both in the peerage”, yet prudent ladies held their tongues. So instead, through gritted teeth, Catherine replied,  “Thank you for your counsel.” 

She left their insipid company to rejoin Charles. Though their relationship had been strained and stilted since the wedding, his presence was safer than the predatory ladies-in-waiting. 

That safety was fleeting, however, as Charles led Catherine toward
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